
  
    [image: Save a Horse, Ride a Viscount]
  


  
    
      SAVE A HORSE, RIDE A VISCOUNT

      
        LORDS IN DISGUISE

        BOOK FOUR

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        VALERIE BOWMAN

      

    

    
      JUNE THIRD ENTERPRISES, LLC

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      Save a Horse, Ride a Viscount, copyright © 2021 by June Third Enterprises, LLC.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Print edition ISBN: 978-1-7368417-1-6

      Digital edition ISBN: 978-1-7368417-0-9

      

      Book Cover Design © Lyndsey Llewellen at Llewellen Designs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my friend and writing sister (SC), Anna Bennett, for her generous help with my blurbs and her appreciation of a racy title (wink).

        And to the cheeky reader who gave me the idea for this title.

        YOLO!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        His best laid plans…

      

      

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

      

      

      
        
        …are about to go awry

      

      

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

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Indeed,” Father added, nodding sagely.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Candle?” he called.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

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

      

      

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

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

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

      

      

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

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

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

      

      

      Gah. Too blunt. More crossing out.

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

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

        Yours with sincerity,

        Lady Theodora Ballard

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “A loan?” Maggie furrowed her brow.

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

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

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

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

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

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

      
        
        Dear Lady Theodora,

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

        Lord Ewan Fairchild, Viscount Clayton

      

      

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

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

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

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

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

        Lady Theodora Ballard

      

      

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

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

      
        
        Dear Lady Theodora,

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

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Thea’s nostrils flared. She glared at the odious letter sitting atop her desk. She would not write to him again. The hideous man had left her no choice. If she were staring him in the eye, he couldn’t refuse her so easily. She would simply have to pay him a visit.
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