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For all the people like me—eternal optimists and dreamers who tend to jump in with both feet and rarely ever look before they leap. May you always seize the day with a smile, with boundless enthusiasm and with joy in your adventurous, hopeful hearts.


And most especially, this is for Lucy, Alison, and Liam—my fellow carpe diem–ers—who have encouraged me to leap time and time again during our raucous, authorly dinners at the pub and our gloriously questionable writing retreats by the sea. May you all never change, may your wine always be chilled, and may you all hit the bestseller lists!










Chapter
ONE





WHERE IT ALL BEGAN, SEVEN YEARS BEFORE . . .


Good gracious me! What on earth is all that muck on your shoes, Charlotte?”


Trust the eagle-eyed Miss P to appear in the hallway at the precise moment Lottie was trying to sneak back up the stairs.


“You really need to start looking where you are going, Charlotte, and how you go there.” The owner of Miss Prentice’s School for Young Ladies, Lottie’s new home for the foreseeable future, peered at the mud-covered toes of Lottie’s boots in resigned despair. “When you bound about everywhere at the speed you tend to, unpleasant things splatter.” Then her nose wrinkled in exasperated disgust. “A proper young lady should always avoid mud at all costs, dear. It isn’t seemly to be wearing it. It hints at a complete lack of decorum.” The older woman huffed out a sigh, shaking her head before repeating, as she seemed to do hourly, with the resigned patience of an absolute saint, her mantra and the ethos.


“You are one of my protégées, Charlotte. Handpicked because I know that deep down you have so much potential to succeed.” She glanced at the shoes again and shuddered. “Very deep down. But to unleash all that potential, to become the crème de la crème and a true protégée of this school, you have to start embracing and embodying all of the Four D’s.” While Miss P launched into the already familiar lecture, Lottie bit the inside of her lip so that she would not give in to the overwhelming temptation to roll her eyes and tell her new mentor that she was probably wasting her time. There wasn’t anything genteel or subdued to be found in Lottie’s character and you could place all that she knew about behaving like a proper young lady on the head of a pin. And there would likely still be space left on it.


“The Four D’s are the pillars that define who we are, Charlotte. Duty. Decorum. Diligence.” Miss Prentice counted each word on her upheld fingers. “And discretion at all times! At. All. Times!” The index finger wagged now. “It needs to become a habit, dear. It needs to be ingrained until it is second nature. That”—she wafted a regal hand to encompass the entire building—“is what makes my graduates so special. What ensures that they are the most-sought-after employees in any great house. There are run-of-the-mill governesses, or secretaries, or lady’s companions, Charlotte, and there are my protégées.” Miss P’s chin lifted with pride, and rightly so. Being a protégée guaranteed one of her girls earned double the salary of all the run-of-the-mill governesses, secretaries, or lady’s companions serving the ton.


That was the single biggest reason that Lottie was determined to make a success out of her stint here, despite all her many glaring character failings.


That and the inconceivable fact that Miss P had seen something in her to handpick her.


Her!


Lottie Travers!


Tomboy extraordinaire.


Nobody had been more shocked than she had been when the letter of invitation had arrived out of the blue at the family farm a month ago, and while her father and brothers had almost wet themselves laughing at the prospect of her training to become one of the crème de la crème, they had all been unanimous. It was an amazing opportunity too fortuitous to turn down. Especially when fortune and the Travers clan were virtual strangers and, through no fault of their own, money ran through their hands like sand through a sieve. This could, if she really, really, really tried to suppress practically everything that made her uniquely her, help her family financially.


“You have been given a great opportunity here . . .” Those wily schoolmistress’s eyes dropped to Lottie’s boots again. “Yet all that mud makes me wonder if you are paying any attention at all in your deportment lessons.”


“I am paying attention and I will try harder in them, Miss P, I promise. It’s just . . .” There was no point denying some of the unfortunate truth she was trying so hard to contain. “I grew up on a farm and therefore, I suppose, I don’t really pay much attention to mud because it is everywhere.”


Miss P sighed, her exasperation softening. “I know, dear, and I should make allowances, no matter how much potential I see in you. Let us blame my passionate reprimand on the morning grumps when I am most prone to lecture.” She gently reached out to tuck one of Lottie’s errant blond waves behind her ear. “You have years to become a true protégée and I am expecting too much for you to be proficient in the Four D’s in just a week.”


“I will try harder, Miss P, I promise.” For both Miss P and for her five menfolk struggling to make ends meet back in Kent.


“I know you will, dearest.”


Eager to escape now that the mood had changed and before Miss P questioned her further, Lottie offered a grateful smile before she turned. She went to dash up the stairs, then remembering that decorum seemed to be her biggest nemesis, stopped her feet from running to attempt a suitably decorous ascent instead. She managed all of three stairs before Miss P decided to ask the question she’d been dreading anyway.


“But where exactly have you been to get so muddy at”—she glanced at the grandfather clock, incredulous again—“six o’clock in the morning?”


“I couldn’t sleep.” With an awkward shrug, Lottie turned and then crossed her fingers behind her back to negate the necessary lie while she shuffled her filthy feet beneath the hem of her dress. Cursing herself for not having the wherewithal to clean them outside while simultaneously hoping that her kindly new mentor wouldn’t notice that the boots, which were caked in mud, were also, in fact, not the dainty sort that any decorous young lady should be wearing here in Mayfair at all.


Instead, they were sturdy men’s boots.


To be more precise, they were her youngest brother Dan’s riding boots. Shamelessly pilfered from his wardrobe and stuffed in her trunk along with several pairs of breeches liberated from each of her other three brothers’ closets on the morning she had departed the family farm. “I went to watch the sunrise in the garden.” Another lie she made sure to cross her fingers to mitigate against. Because according to the gospel of her twin middle brothers Matthew and Luke, if you could get away with crossed fingers without someone demanding to see them, that went some way to canceling the lie out. A falsehood went from being a lie to being a fib, and fibs weren’t quite as bad. “I am never good at sleeping in a strange bed.”


Another lie, her third in quick succession and one that would have definitely had her called out at home. Both her father and her four brothers knew that she could sleep anywhere—even upright if necessary—never mind that her new bed here was an absolute delight. Plump feather pillows, an even plumper mattress, a thick and cozy eiderdown, and sheets so smooth and crisp she sighed with unadulterated pleasure every single time she slipped between them. Lottie would even go as far as to say that she had never slept so soundly in her life as she had in the six nights she had been here and, from someone who always slept like the dead, that was saying something. No doubt the rich and frothy bedtime cocoa that all the students were plied with also helped her swift drift into blissful dreamland too.


She had a decent bed at home, of course, and Papa worked his fingers to the bone to ensure that none of his five children had ever gone to bed cold or hungry. But the sheets in Aylesford were old and well-darned and nobody had ever taught Lottie how to make cocoa. If her mother had known, she had taken that secret to the grave with her, because there was no recipe for it in the stuffed notebook of collected wisdom dear Mama had written for her when her daughter had been barely ten and she had known the end was near. As that precious tome included a recipe for a salve to soothe a snakebite, when there weren’t any snakes in Kent and probably weren’t any in the entire British Isles either, her practical and thorough mother hadn’t had the first clue about cocoa either. Which was a great shame because Lottie knew she would have loved it. So would her brothers. And Papa.


A wave of homesickness hit her hard.


Lord, how she missed her menfolk. The noise, the laughter. The incessant teasing. The freedom that came with living in an all-male household two miles outside of the village. Back home, alien concepts like decorum didn’t exist to trip her up and remind her of how little knowledge she had about behaving like a lady. Which in turn made her suddenly mourn her mother all over again.


As that pain must have shown on her face, Miss P reached up for her hand and squeezed it tight. “It is perfectly normal to feel overwhelmed, dear, especially when all this is so new. But it will pass, I promise. And it’s not as if you are never going to see home again, is it? You’ll be back with your family for Whitsun and Christmas and Easter. A whole month in the summer with no pedantic old ladies nagging you about the need for avoiding mud.”


“I know,” said Lottie, feeling guilty at Miss P’s sympathy when it wasn’t in any way, shape, or form deserved this morning. “But there is something about the hour before dawn that reminds me of home. Maybe because it is the only time that London is truly quiet and I’m a country mouse at heart.” One used to galloping across her father’s fields at the precise moment the sun poked its head above the horizon.


Nothing woke you up better than the glorious exhilaration created by thundering hooves beneath you while the wind rushed over your face. It was even better if you could race someone beyond competitive, like Stephen, who considered himself the best horseman of the family, and then beat them. But alas, her eldest brother was a day’s carriage ride away from Mayfair. A crying shame when he was a huge fan of a morning gallop too, and thought himself the best at it.


Which of course he wasn’t now that his baby sister had trounced him on their last steeplechase—and she had been on the lesser horse.


“Well, there is no harm in watching the sunrise out in the fresh air here. So long as you stay within the sanctuary of our garden. If a worldly-wise woman like myself isn’t safe on the streets of London in the dark from those who lurk in the shadows ready to take advantage, I dread to think what would happen to a naïve and unchaperoned country mouse of barely sixteen. How on earth would I ever face the families if something happened to one of my girls?” Miss P tensed as she contemplated that horror, making Lottie want to wince again.


Because she had, indeed, learned firsthand this very morning that there were lurkers in the dark shadows of Mayfair ready to take advantage. Half Moon Street might well be the home of the respectable, and the whole area might well be a well-to-do and leafy enclave during daylight hours, but she had certainly seen some evidence of the dissolute in her fast jaunt through the parks that abutted it this morning! Certainly enough to confirm that it wasn’t the sort of place a genteel and delicate young lady should venture alone until the rest of the world woke up.


However, one of the advantages of growing up in a house full of brothers was that she was also as far from delicate as it was humanly possible to be. She had her father’s height, so she towered over most women, and a lifetime of farmwork had made her muscles strong. With so many overbearing and quick-tempered siblings all vying to be top dog, she had also always known how to fight. She had a wicked right hook and a decent enough left one if Dan’s now wonky nose was any gauge. Besides, from the moment womanhood had begun to blossom and the local boys had come sniffing around her, her overprotective brothers had taught her how to hone all those things to fight really dirty. That was why she knew every weak spot on the male body and how to turn a randy stud into a gelding quick sharp—and had done so on more than one occasion.


The miller’s son, especially, back in Aylesford, had certainly been able to hit some very high notes in church for several weeks after he had attempted to take some liberties with her person at the last harvest festival, that was for sure! Or at least more liberties than she was comfortable granting. A stolen kiss or two was one thing, because a kiss was harmless in the grand scheme of things, but she had drawn the line at his hand up her skirts!


“Should I ask cook to save some breakfast for you so you can grab another hour of sleep?” Miss P’s concern and generosity were doing nothing to ease Lottie’s guilt. Guilt that she was lying. Guilt that she had snuck out. Guilt that she had broken several school rules in her quest for an hour of familiar freedom when she really appreciated being here. And yet more guilt at not being ladylike enough despite all her best intentions. “Two if you need it. I could inform your first teacher . . .”


Lottie shook her head. Talk about killing her with kindness! “No need. I am wide awake now.” She smiled at her new mentor as she extracted her hand from Miss P’s concerned grasp and backed up the stairs, the shame at her outright disobedience now somehow outweighing her need to be at one with the great outdoors again. Perhaps because that unbearable itch had been scratched? She certainly hoped so because this was too good an opportunity to ruin with her usual wild ways.


“But as I am up, I might as well make myself presentable and then go help Miss Denby set up the classroom for our deportment lesson—where I promise I will make a concerted effort to soak up every word and then act on all of them from this day forward.” She resisted the urge to cross her fingers again and instead clasped both hands primly out in front, determined that she had told the truth rather than a lie because she really would try. Papa would tell her never to look a gift horse in the mouth, and she appreciated that becoming a governess one day would give her the life that he wished he could’ve given her. Fine clothes. Fine company. A decent salary and no more backbreaking work in the fields alongside her brothers. “I am determined to make everyone proud.”


“That is very good to hear, Charlotte. Once you’ve learned to curb that unfortunate streak of wildness inside you, I have every faith that you will be a protégée par excellence.”


Ready to get on with her own day, Miss Prentice spun on her heel and headed toward her office and Lottie sagged in relief as she plodded upward to her bedchamber.


That had been too close a call for comfort.


Now she knew that Miss P’s day started at six o’clock, if she ever ventured out on another morning jaunt again—which of course she wouldn’t—Lottie would be sure to be back by a quarter to, next time. She also needed to find a secure place to store her brother’s boots where she could swap them out for more appropriate footwear before she came back in.


And in view of the fact that Mayfair before dawn was nowhere near as safe as Kent was and the ne’er-do-wells had seemed much worse, she should probably also consider taking some sort of weapon with her if there was a next time too. A stocking filled with a few marbles would be small enough to conceal about her person but still effective enough to deliver a decisive wallop if she needed to whack any lurking scoundrel—


“Where the hell have you been?” Her new friend and roommate, Portia, emerged from their bedchamber door and grabbed Lottie by the shoulders, simultaneously shaking them as she dragged her inside. Only once she had kicked the door closed did Portia hiss, “We’ve all been worried sick!” She jerked her pretty, dark head at Lottie’s abandoned bed, the plump eiderdown now yanked back to reveal the pillows she had arranged to resemble a sleeping body beneath the covers. Behind that, the worried faces of her other two new friends and roommates, Georgie and Kitty, added several fresh layers to her already massive guilt. “We were on the cusp of raising the alarm and thought you’d run away back to your farm!”


“We thought she had run away,” corrected Kitty with a pointed look at Portia. “She thought you’d snuck out to indulge in some clandestine petting with that stable lad we all collided with in the park yesterday because Portia always likes to think the worst.”


“Who can blame me?” Portia shook Lottie’s shoulders again. “You were flirting with him outrageously! For almost an hour too! And while I think that the rules that society expects we women to follow are archaic and that our reputations shouldn’t be the be-all and end-all when character is more important—the rest of society is yet to wake up to that unfairness.” Her friend’s finger wagged just like Miss P’s had. “You still have a reputation to protect if you want to become a protégée and I am sure I overheard you agree to meet that stable lad today when I had to practically drag you away from him! Is he who you were up to no good in the small hours with?”


Lottie considered trying to lie again until she realized it really wouldn’t wash. She had hoped to sneak in and change before her three friends woke, but as they were all clearly wide awake now, that horse had bolted. Emotions were obviously also running high, so she was unlikely to get any privacy now to strip out of the muddy breeches concealed beneath her skirt, which would undoubtedly give the game away anyway. And she couldn’t not change out of Dan’s riding boots before she ventured downstairs again because they were another dead giveaway of what she had been up to. Any more than she could completely deny the accusations about the stable lad, when she had gone out of her way to flirt outrageously with him. Would have probably even kissed him if he’d asked, if it ensured that he lent her a horse. Would have probably kissed him even without the promise of a horse, truth be told, because he had been rather handsome despite his lack of cleverness and there really was no harm in kissing—so long as nobody else found out. “Yes—but—” Her three friends gasped in unison.


While Georgie’s and Kitty’s jaws dropped in shock, Portia’s finger jabbed before Lottie could finish her sentence.


“I knew it!” Portia sank to Lottie’s unoccupied mattress, squashing the pillow corpse as she put two and two together and made six hundred and fifty-six. “Oh, good heavens above. You actually did sneak out in the small hours for a clandestine meeting with a boy! What were you thinking?” Scandalized eyes locked with hers with touching, friendly anguish, reminding her so much of the supportive bond she had once shared with her mother. “Have you been . . . ruined now, Lottie?”


The other two gasped again at the ramifications of that possibility, and this time Lottie couldn’t help but roll her eyes at their ridiculous overreaction.


“Of course I haven’t been ruined! I am not an idiot, girls! I have no intentions of rolling around in the hay with Albert.” At their further gasp at that unladylike retort, she realized that her new friends had lived much more sheltered lives than she had, confirming that Miss P’s comment about Lottie’s “wildness” did perhaps hold more merit here in polite society than she had originally feared. “Nor do I intend to.” Which was also sort of the truth. Handsome Albert might get a stray kiss here and there in the future, especially if he kept lending her horses like he had today—if she was ever silly enough to do that again—but she did have some standards. That meant that Lottie was resolute that while a kiss was just a kiss, she would reserve any sort of hay rolling only for someone special. “I like Albert—but I don’t like him in that way!” Only true love could convince her to lift her skirts and she knew herself well enough to know that a man needed to be more than just handsome to touch her heart. He had to be . . . perfect.


“Then why risk your reputation for him in the first place?” Kitty’s question was a fair one. “Why flirt with him and then sneak out to meet him at a wholly inappropriate hour unchaperoned?”


“Because he has unfettered access to a stable full of horses and I’ve missed riding mine.” A truth which, even to Lottie’s own ears, sounded mercenary as she blurted it. “I flirted outrageously with him so that I could borrow one this morning. That is all.” Another benefit of growing up in a house full of men was Lottie knew how their minds worked. A pretty face, some batting lashes, and the opportunity to feel attractive and impressive were all most men needed to be twisted around a woman’s finger.


Was it wrong to use that weapon against one if he was daft enough to be so easily manipulated?


Probably. But . . .


“You’ve been out riding?” Portia said it with more incredulity than she had said “ruined.”


“Yes.” Lottie offered a weak smile, hoping they would understand that her motives weren’t actually malicious—more medicinal. “I really needed the wind in my hair.” So much she physically ached.


“I see,” said Portia in a clipped tone that suggested she really didn’t see at all. “You’ve made us all worried sick since dawn.” She pointed at the exposed pillow corpse in disgust. “And you’ve lied to us all too.”


“I have never lied to you and I resent the implication!” Although the guilt at the string of whoppers she had just told Miss P with crossed fingers called her a hypocrite. “All I am guilty of is sneaking out for an hour to ride around the park for the sake of my sanity, and that is hardly a crime.”


“In a court of law, a lie by omission is still a lie, but that is by the by. I personally think that it is a crime that you willfully betrayed our trust in disappearing without any prior words of explanation, and you abused our friendship by preventing us from raising an alarm because we didn’t want to get you into any trouble.” Portia’s eyes narrowed. “And you forced us to do all that because you missed riding your horse?”


“Well . . . when you put it like that, you make a short and harmless canter sound thoughtless.” Which had always been Lottie’s main problem, according to her papa. He always nagged her to think about the consequences of her actions before she acted, whereas she tended to dive in headfirst. Worrying, in her humble opinion, solved nothing. It just made you feel miserable and Lottie wasn’t one for misery. “And selfish.”


“That’s because it is selfish!” Portia surged to her feet again, her outraged finger prodding afresh. “What were we supposed to say to Miss Prentice or one of the other teachers if they had wandered in here and asked where you were? Or do you deny that you expected your friends to lie to cover for you?”


“Well . . . I . . .” Suddenly, the seemingly necessary feel of thundering hooves beneath her while the wind whipped her hair didn’t feel quite so necessary as keeping her three new friends her friends.


“Forget being ruined, you could have been kidnapped!” Always the most fanciful of the four of them, Kitty’s eyes filled with tears that wounded far worse than all of Portia’s incensed but correct accusations. “You could have been murdered, Lottie!”


“Which as you can all see, I plainly wasn’t.”


“More by luck than judgment.” Georgie stood now too, folding her arms and sounding exactly like Miss Prentice in the full throes of one of her lectures on the Four D’s. Cool, calm, but oh-so-cutting. “But we all make mistakes and the important thing is to learn from them. Promise us that this is a one-off, Lottie. That it was a hideous mistake that you bitterly regret and that you will never do anything this reckless or thoughtless or unbelievably selfish ever again.” Worse, Georgie had Miss P’s disappointed schoolmistress countenance down to a T. It was potent enough to make Lottie wither with shame beneath it.


“Because we are your best friends and we love you . . .” There was an invisible butter knife loaded with more guilt now hovering in the room that was being spread liberally and, arguably, not unjustly. “. . . and despite the unfair and untenable position you placed us all in this morning, which could very well have risked our own places in this school, the last thing we would ever wish to see is you squander this wonderful opportunity that you have been given to better yourself. Never mind what your lovely father would have had to say if you ended up getting yourself expelled simply because you couldn’t control your childish urge to ride a horse.”


As self-loathing settled like lead in Lottie’s tummy, Georgie went for the jugular without once raising her voice. “To ensure that we all stay best friends, we are going to need that promise right this minute, Lottie, or you will leave us no choice but to confess all of our righteous concerns to Miss P about your future safety. For your own good. Isn’t that right, girls?”


“Right!” Portia and Kitty said as one, mirroring Georgie’s folded-arms stance but nowhere near mastering her reasonable tone. All three friends obviously so disappointed in her that she could hardly bear it.


“Then I promise,” said Lottie, hoping it was the truth.


But just in case it wasn’t, and her innate wildness got the better of her again sometime in the future like it always did, she made sure that her fingers were crossed behind her back while she made that solemn promise.


Just in case.










Chapter
TWO





MISS PRENTICE’S SCHOOL FOR YOUNG LADIES, 21ST AUGUST, 1820 . . .


Don’t let Papa know that I told you—but things here are currently direr than . . .


Lottie allowed the letter to drop to her chest to stare at her bedchamber ceiling some more. Her youngest brother’s words had haunted her for two entire days and nights and the worry for her menfolk was eating her from the inside.


If the circumstances were different, she would have hotfooted it home as soon as Dan’s missive arrived. To roll up her sleeves and try to help in some way or simply to be there while they all put their heads together to find a solution. But her friend Georgie was getting married today and Lottie was the maid of honor, so she was stuck here in London. Unable to do anything practical and doomed to worry about her family in Kent until somebody came up with a viable way to make the best of this latest calamity to befall them. Ideally a miraculous cure that would turn back time and stop all the early summer rain that had pummeled the Garden of England for most of the summer. Because it had been that which had caused the majority of their barley crop to succumb to the dreaded mildew and die.


The Travers clan had always counted pennies. They were experts at making do and making the best of things without having to contend with the failure of one entire crop as well. Now the lack of money from the barley, on the back of the failure of half of last year’s wheat crop, guaranteed the upcoming winter months were going to be tough. The thought of her beloved, if irritating, menfolk living hand to mouth, struggling to pay the rent while she lived in sublime comfort here in Mayfair thanks to the ceaseless largesse of Miss P, filled her with guilt. That they were always relieved to have spared her all the trials, tribulations, and hardships of a farming life these last seven years made her feel worse.


Ordinarily, and much to Papa’s chagrin, Lottie would send three-quarters of her wages back home to them to help in some small way. Sometimes he told her off and pressed all the money back into her palm the next time she visited and other times he didn’t because he had needed it. There was no doubt he desperately needed her wages now, but she had none to give him. Thanks to her own headstrong stupidity combined with the rebellious streak of wildness that refused to die within her, she was between jobs.


And, thanks to Dan’s letter, Lottie was presently kicking herself twice as hard for being lured—once again—by the overwhelming pull of a good gallop across the park at dawn, which had enticed her into her former employer’s stable. Especially when she had rather enjoyed her short stint as a governess at his Berkeley Square house, even if the master himself was a complete and utter arse. It might not be her fault that Lord Chadwell’s odious son had tried to blackmail her onto her back before breakfast, but it was very definitely her fault that she had given the libertine the ammunition to blackmail her with in the first place.


If she had thought about the consequences of her actions and not put thinking about them off to tomorrow, she wouldn’t have borrowed Lord Chadwell’s stallion that fateful morning and she wouldn’t have been caught red-handed by his frisky heir trying to return it. She wouldn’t have had to kick that despicable scoundrel hard in the crotch to escape his unwelcome ardor. No matter how much she relished the memory of the randy twit rolling around on the floor of the stables in tears afterward as he had clutched his aching, but thankfully freshly flaccid, genitals, the image did nothing to alleviate her current guilt one jot. Because the son had then tattled to the father that she had been riding his horse without permission and Lord Chadwell had dismissed her on the spot for her insubordination.


All in all, it had not been her finest hour and now, thanks to her seemingly unconquerable recklessness, her family was paying for her stupidity while Miss P was charitably paying for her keep.


Again.


Because this was the second time in her career as a governess that Lottie had been dismissed for the want of a good gallop. Although in truth, thanks to her own lack of willpower and wildness, it could very well have been the hundredth. Even after seven years of trying, the need to ride like the wind at the slightest provocation had refused to subside.


Just when, exactly, was she ever going to learn her lesson? Or to put off thinking about tomorrow because she much preferred today?


Furious at herself, she reached for the old pocket watch she kept on the nightstand and almost sighed aloud when it told her that only ten interminable minutes had passed since she had last checked it. It was only a quarter to five and after her second sleepless, anxious night in a row since Dan’s letter had arrived, she was wound as tight as a spring.


Worse, she couldn’t offload all her worries on her three soundly sleeping friends like she normally would. Because this was Georgie’s wedding day, for pity’s sake, and Lottie would not spoil that happiness for anything!


Pretending to be deliriously happy had taken every ounce of her effort last night when they had all gathered here at the school for their final night as four single ladies. In honor of the occasion, Miss P had also put the four friends in their old dormitory, where they had reminisced and laughed until the small hours. All a little tipsy thanks to the two bottles of champagne that Portia had smuggled out of her employer’s well-stocked wine cellar, which she had been adamant he wouldn’t miss. It would have been a truly excellent night, too, if Lottie hadn’t been so consumed with worry and guilt. She would probably confess all to Portia and Kitty once the bride left for her honeymoon, and then maybe that would make her feel better. But until then, she had no choice but to bottle it all up inside and paste on a smile.


Silently, she slipped out of her bed and padded to her own bedchamber to dress. She fully intended to don one of her day dresses before she watched the sunrise in the garden—but the moment she opened her wardrobe door, one of her riding boots fell out. Tempting her like the serpent had tempted Eve to do the unthinkable again.


Except . . .


Perhaps it wasn’t quite so unthinkable today.


It wasn’t as if she currently had a job to lose, and a good gallop through the park would undoubtedly help blow some of the cobwebs from her exhausted but overly busy mind. Perhaps it would also help her think of a solution to fill the empty Travers coffers because she had always done her best thinking at speed in the saddle . . .


No!


Not today, Satan!


She would push that alluring idea aside.


She had to.




There was plenty to loathe about London, but its large, leafy parks weren’t one of them. Especially at this ungodly hour when Guy Harrowby had them all to himself.


With the early morning mist and the unspoiled chirping of the dawn chorus, it reminded him a little of his estate in Kent. Acres of empty green. No clogged roads. No crowds. And best of all, at the hours he chose to use this route, no bloody irritating people who might recognize him either. Which was probably why, whenever business forced him to come to this godforsaken place that he much preferred to avoid like the plague, he only ever ventured in and out of it via the parks where he rode at such a lick that he didn’t have to meet anyone.


It was a constant mystery to him why the residents of overcrowded London never availed themselves of this splendid shortcut either. Because within three minutes of leaving his house on Grosvenor Square, he was in Hyde Park. Which conveniently led into Green Park, which in turn took him directly into St. James’s Park, a mere hop, skip, and jump away from Westminster Bridge. Not twenty minutes after he crossed the river, and he would soon be on the Kent Road, headed home. Then the fetid capital, and most especially the cloying and supposedly polite society contained within it, would be an ugly blot on the horizon behind him. Out of sight and, most especially, out of mind.


Just the way he liked it.


London—and Mayfair specifically—always set his teeth on edge. This place made him feel small. No mean feat when he stood three inches above six feet and, according to his mother, blocked out all her light each time he dared to loiter in a doorway. Yet this city had the power to diminish him until his skeleton shrunk to a withered shell inside his skin.


Although why he allowed this place to do that to him still was a constant mystery, when he had long ago decided that London—and Mayfair specifically—was beneath him. It was filled with petty gossipmongers who had nothing better to do with their day than look down their noses at people in judgment. And warped judgment too, because a man was measured here by his title first and his fortune second and while Guy arguably had both—then and now—he likely still did not possess enough of either to impress them.


Nor did he want to.


No indeed! The days of him dancing to the beat of the snooty ton’s drum were long gone.


Thank goodness!


He was no longer a member of any of the gentlemen’s clubs, refused to attend balls, or soirees, or even the supposedly “intimate” dinners he still occasionally got invited to. And he wouldn’t be caught dead here during the dreadful cattle market the self-proclaimed great and the good called “the season” for all the tea in China. He eschewed them all out of principle nowadays and he was a much happier fellow as a result.


Much happier.


In fact, his life had been positively charmed since he had had the good sense to liberate himself from all that nonsense, and he was beyond fulfilled as a result.


Content in his own skin.


In control of all aspects of his life.


Master of his own destiny.


Happier than he had ever been.


Which, if true, was doubtless why he was still skulking in and out of the city of his birth nine years after he had left it heartbroken and humiliated. And why he knew he wasn’t really that happy at all. Wasn’t, in fact, anywhere near close. Not even in Kent but especially not here. Because here was where all the memories were strongest and always held the power to make him feel ashamed, and he loathed that almost as much as he loathed this place.


This place that suffocated him.


This place that shrunk him.


This place that had weighed him, measured him, and found him sadly wanting.


Even now, all alone in this pretty park after a full year of avoiding this place, the weight of London this fine morning was almost too much to bear. Somehow worse than usual and sadly, he knew why.


It had been that stupid snigger.


The one Guy had heard after he had reluctantly tipped his hat to an old acquaintance and his new wife whom he had collided with yesterday as he had left the infuriating grain merchant’s office. An intimate bubble of laughter which, arguably, had had nothing to do with him whatsoever. It could have simply been a shared joke between a husband and a wife about absolutely anything. The sorts of jokes he had used to swap with his own family once upon a time, back when he’d still possessed a sense of humor. But in his cynical mind nowadays, not ten yards clear of them, the joke had been about him. Or at least the old him. The gullible, naïve, fresh-faced, keen-to-impress, and much too impetuous him that had foolishly allowed himself to be a pawn in a chess game where he had romantically fancied himself the knight. The him that had made such a catastrophic error of judgment and had made himself both a laughingstock and an object of pity.


Nine years on and he still wasn’t sure what was worse.


Unless it was his own flabbergasted fury at his staggering idiocy that infamous season, which still lingered to torment him. Whichever it was, it still held the power to make him need to flee from the god-awful place with his tail between his legs as fast as he could.


Suddenly keen to escape it even quicker, Guy nudged Zeus into a gallop, sucking in deep, calming breaths as his horse flew effortlessly across the dewy grass like the wind. So fast, the morning mist blurred the wall of trees rushing beside him into a watercolor smudge of green and brown.


Yet still that wasn’t fast enough today, so he pushed Zeus harder. Gave the powerful horse permission to have his legs because he sensed they both needed to let off some steam. The sheer exhilaration making him throw back his head, close his eyes, and gulp in more air in the hope that it would cleanse all that pent-up shame which just one day in London had made new again.


Because he understood that he needed to forget it. That the only person he was hurting by holding on to all that festering self-contempt was himself. Knew he needed to leave his unfortunate but mortifying misstep in the past fully if he was ever going to find himself again and—


The second horse burst out of a gap in the trees scant feet before him, shocking him into an unmanly yelp. A similarly startled Zeus reared with such abrupt force that the next thing Guy knew, he was flying backward in the air.


Weightless.


Powerless.


Flailing.


Until the earth smacked into him with a thud, knocking every bit of air out of his lungs and causing a million stars to explode behind his eyes. The impact making his ears ring so loudly he could hear nothing else but their chime.


In an oddly silent haze, he saw the idiot who had unseated him struggle to remain in his saddle as he fought his own rearing horse into submission. A battle which only took moments before a fuzzy silhouette stared down at him. Mouthed something that the church bells ringing within his head totally drowned out, then stayed him with a raised palm when Guy tried and failed to sit thanks to the spinning ground he lay upon.


It was only when the other rider kicked his horse back into a gallop and left him there that Guy realized that Zeus had bolted too.


Marvelous.


There was fat chance of catching him now! Zeus was as temperamental and skittish as he was fast, and when spooked would likely run frantic rings around this park for the next hour before he calmed down. Which also meant that Guy no longer had a hope in hell of reaching the Kent Road in twenty minutes. Or of leaving London and its unpleasant memories behind in a cloud of dust before the residents of this cesspit awoke to start their day.


Thanks to the recklessness of that other rider, he was well and truly stuck here, in this dreadful place he despised, for goodness knew how long now. A prospect that made him feel sick.


The last time the blasted horse had done a runner, it had taken three hours to find the brute. But that had been at home, on his own quiet acres, not here in the capital. It was quiet now but in another hour or so, the streets surrounding this park would be busy and his nervous stallion wasn’t used to that sort of city chaos at all. Worse, if Zeus decided to bolt out of the sanctuary of the park, then the consequences didn’t bear thinking about.


Guy had to get up and search for him.


He groaned in frustration and pain as he gingerly reinflated his lungs. As the whirling stars behind his eyeballs began to subside, he tested his limbs. Rotated his ankles, flexed his knees. Stretched out his arms. Twisted his upper torso and neck. Nothing seemed to be broken beyond his pride, and as he had none left here anyway, he supposed that shouldn’t really count—yet it did.


His poor arse, however, was a very different story. It had taken the full brunt of his fall and it throbbed as he pushed himself to sit on it. The morning dew seeping into his breeches did little to relieve the pain in his pelvis. The base of his spine screaming in protest at being made to move at any speed faster than a snail’s.


It took a couple of minutes, but he managed to creak himself upright and began to massage his aching buttocks while he waited for the dizziness to subside, all the while scanning the park for any sign of Zeus. At full tilt, the brute could be halfway to Paddington already. Then what?


As hours and hours of futile searching loomed on the horizon, the other rider suddenly emerged from a clump of trees several yards away. By some miracle, trotting along beside him, bucking and fighting the taut reins all the way, was a less-than-impressed Zeus. Yet despite the horse’s obvious temper tantrum, to add insult to injury, the other rider still managed to control him from atop their own saddle on a black stallion so huge it made Zeus look like a child’s pony by comparison.


Guy limped to meet them, simultaneously relieved that his horse was unharmed and furious that he had been separated from him in the first place. But then pride always came before a fall, and once fallen, pride was the only thing you had left to cling to that might get you through it.


“Do you always ride so recklessly in a public place?” He reached for Zeus’s reins and wound them tightly around his gloved fist in case the damned horse tried to bolt again, and glared up at the idiot. Squinting against the sunlight that pierced his retinas and rendered the dangerous fool faceless. “They make bridle paths for a reason! So that everyone knows where a bloody horse is going to be! You could have killed someone going at that ludicrous speed over ground you had no place riding on!”


He could see enough of the surprisingly lithe and slight rider’s work-worn attire to know that this wasn’t a gentleman—more a stable lad out exercising his master’s best horse. “You could have killed me with your unbelievable carelessness, idiot!”


“You were hardly cantering sedately yourself, sir.” The shock at hearing the curt but unmistakably female voice made Guy squint some more. “In fact, I would counter that you were galloping even faster than I was else you’d have been able to stop in time.”


“But I was on the bridle path, madam!” Not that he could yet discern if this hellion was a madam or a miss. “And you weren’t!”


“If you had been paying proper attention and had actually looked where you were going rather than staring straight up at the sky whilst galloping, you might have been able to control your horse before he threw you.”


“But I wouldn’t have been thrown if you had been on the bridle path like you were supposed to be!”


She brushed that outrage away with a regal flick of her wrist. “Arabians are notoriously difficult to handle and only a real idiot forgets that whilst on the back of one! Especially at the speed you were going.”


“Are you trying to say that this is all my fault? When I was riding my horse precisely where I was supposed to and you were not.” He flapped his hand toward the gap in the trees she had exploded through.


“Briefly, and for that I obviously apologize.” Although she didn’t look particularly sorry. Even shrouded in the rising sun’s piercing silhouette, he could see her chin tilted defiantly, and she was very definitely regarding him down her nose with disdain.


“Your recklessness almost killed me! I could have broken my neck when you unseated me!”


Using just her trim thighs—thighs showcased outrageously in a tight buff pair of men’s breeches and weathered riding boots—she maneuvered the fearsome and snorting black stallion out of the painful sunlight. Turned to face him and something odd happened to Guy’s innards.


They instantly bunched up inside him and then seemed to sigh in unison as they immediately relaxed, as if they had been waiting his entire life for this moment. For this woman. Even the muscles in his jaw gave way and he felt it hang in bemused wonderment.


Bloody hell, but she was stunning!


Even with her golden curls tucked into a tatty brown cap and her rich, honey-colored brows furrowed as two striking big blue eyes glared at him in disgust, she fair took his breath away.


Not that he had much left to steal after his abrupt collision with the ground.


Which was probably why he felt so lightheaded again.


Why peculiar things were happening in his chest.


He was too world-weary and jaded to be irrevocably dazzled by a woman’s beauty anymore and after his fall, it was hardly a surprise that his heart kept skipping a beat either. Thanks to her, he’d almost had a brush with death, so it wasn’t any wonder he was suddenly more off-kilter than he had ever felt in his life.


“You were unseated because you lacked the skills necessary to stay in your saddle, sir. Because you bought yourself a horse that you haven’t the first clue how to control. If anything was at risk of dying this morning, it was that poor animal. Spooked, and running wild like that he could have been severely injured on the back of your ineptness.” She wagged her riding crop at him with such vigor it made him blink and take a step back. “If he had been, I can assure you that you’d have felt the sting of this!” The black stallion she sat astride—astride when all ladies rode sidesaddle—snorted his agreement and began to dance on the spot ominously as if he were about to lash out too. Then instantly calmed when she smoothed his neck. The taut, equine veins softening beneath her touch, almost as if she possessed magical horse-whispering powers.


It took Guy another moment of gaping at her elegant fingers stroking the now docile behemoth of a horse before he could haul his jaw back up. “I beg your pardon!”


Had she really just threatened to whip him? After insulting his prowess as a horseman and knocking him on his arse?


She waggled the whip at him some more. “An animal like that needs to be treated with care and respect, sir.” The respectful addition of “sir” couldn’t have been more disrespectful if she’d tried. “Frankly, a grown man who can afford to purchase such a magnificent beast should also have the good sense to know how to handle one! Whoever sold you this horse should be shot because your lack of skill in the saddle just now was as shocking as your lack of concentration.”


Guy wanted to argue. Almost did—but that blasted whip sliced the air again before he could find the right words to convey his outrage.


“For the sake of your poor horse, and any pedestrians unfortunate enough to collide with you while you attempt to ride him, I suggest you immediately invest in some proper lessons. If you are too proud or too stupid to do that”—her expression left him in no doubt she believed he was the latter—“I genuinely think you should consider buying yourself a slow nag to ride instead—as a feisty, energetic Arabian is obviously beyond your inferior capabilities. While you are about it, you might also learn some manners, you rude oaf!”


“I-I . . . um . . .” It was on the tip of his tongue to apologize despite his outrage because there was something about this veritable Valkyrie that brooked no argument. But the words wouldn’t come and he instead gaped at her like a fish. Completely dumbfounded. Because he honestly could not remember the last time someone had spoken to him like that.


“I think the complicated sentence you are struggling to spit out, sir, is ‘Thank you for rescuing my horse.’” That defiant chin tilted again, drawing his gaze to the swanlike curve of her neck. “I would say that it was my pleasure to fetch him for you—but it isn’t, because I am not sure that I have done your horse any favors in returning him!”


With that terse admonishment issued, she turned her snorting stallion sideways with the merest nudge of a shapely, breeches-clad knee, and set off again at a gallop toward the Serpentine.


Slim shoulders lifted, graceful spine stiffened in righteous indignation, and without so much as a backward glance. Forcing him to watch her delicious peach of an arse bouncing in the saddle in perfect synchronicity with the giant horse beneath it while he wondered what the holy hell had just happened.


And why it felt quite so profound.










Chapter
THREE





Georgie was a beautiful bride. Despite all Lottie’s inner turmoil, made worse after her unfortunate near collision with that insufferably rude, ungrateful, incompetent, but ridiculously handsome horseman in the park this morning, the wedding had been lovely. Made all the lovelier by its unconventionality.


With no blood relations, the bride had been walked down the aisle by Miss P, which had felt fitting. It did not matter what you did, and Lottie could personally vouch for this, Miss Prentice always welcomed you back with open arms until you were in a position to leave again. Once a student of her school, you were also always part of the sisterhood it created. That was why Georgie’s lack of blood relatives hadn’t mattered today one jot. Her side of the aisle had been filled with a sea of smiling family made up of past alumni and present students. Even the first-years, who were all only sixteen, had been invited to the nuptials and the wedding breakfast along with the groom’s young nieces and nephew, giving it all a wonderfully inclusive feel.


The addition of three boisterous children had certainly made the usual matrimonial formalities livelier, even if some of the guests had raised some disapproving eyebrows at so many breaks with tradition.


Now, bellies stuffed thanks to the excellent wedding feast, the amassed guests were milling about and sipping champagne in Miss P’s drawing room, some spilling into the hallway while they all awaited the bride and groom to reappear ready to leave for their honeymoon.


Portia and Kitty were upstairs with Georgie, helping her change to leave and no doubt reliving the best bits of the day. Lottie hadn’t gone with them. As delighted as she was for the new Captain and Mrs. Kincaid, seeing them disappear on their honeymoon in a shower of rice and rose petals suddenly couldn’t come soon enough. Maintaining the cheerful façade was exhausting and Lottie couldn’t wait to be able to strip off this constricting silk bridesmaid’s gown, along with its even more constricting undergarments, and be all alone with her worries in her bedchamber.


Dan’s letter had still played in her mind despite her best efforts to do her usual and postpone worrying about tomorrow until tomorrow. While it was true that worrying was usually a futile pursuit, this problem seemed insurmountable. Lottie hated feeling impotent, and despite her eventful morning gallop and no matter how hard she had racked her brains, she still hadn’t come up with anything that would help her family through this latest crisis. In the absence of no better plan and no money to help her papa, she had decided to head home to grieve the demise of this year’s barley crop in the bosom of her family. It was too late to leave for Kent tonight, but if she caught the early morning post with Portia, whose current employers were spending the summer with family in Gravesend, she’d be back in Aylesford before supper. Maybe then she’d be able to think of a solution.


“Do you see that lady over there?” Miss P’s sudden whisper beside Lottie’s left ear made her jump.


“Which lady?”


“The old lady sitting on the chair directly to the right of the fireplace.”


There were several ladies who could fit that description but only one looked truly old. At least eighty by Lottie’s best guess if the snow-white hair and saggy, papery jowls were any gauge. “The one with the ludicrous foot-high purple ostrich feather stuck in her hair and the expression of complete disapproval on her overpowdered face?” For this octogenarian appeared so displeased with everything and everyone around her she might as well be chewing on a wasp.


“Must you be so literal?”


“I am merely saying aloud what we both see.” Lottie shrugged unrepentantly, watching the curmudgeonly old lady with interest now that she had been pointed out. Whoever that grande dame was, and there was no doubt from her expensive purple gown, superior demeanor, and commanding posture that she was a fearsome, blue-blooded woman who was not to be trifled with. She was also clearly one used to being deferred to because those matrons unlucky enough to be seated nearest to her all wore tight smiles and seemed too frightened to speak at all unless spoken to. As Lottie stared, one brave soul did and was rewarded with a glare from the old dragon that made the misguided speaker instantly wither on the vine.


As always, that pompous superiority rankled. Lottie might not be as opposed to rank and aristocratic status as Portia was, but she never had time for those who were so up themselves, they believed the world revolved around them.


Much like that incompetent but much too attractive idiot had this morning!


It took a special kind of inbred, aristocratic arrogance to blame her entirely for a careless mistake which both of them had had a hand in. He had been so obnoxious and insufferable a fellow despite her risking her neck to retrieve his bolted horse, she had thoroughly enjoyed knocking him down a peg or two as a reward. Had given him both barrels, in actual fact. Because having the excuse to righteously shout at someone rather than curse the ethereal and silent forces of fate had felt cathartic at a time when her emotions were all over the place.


It had also, in a strange sort of way, provided her with a welcome distraction from the other problem that refused to be ignored. She only had to picture that ridiculously chiseled jaw of his dropping in shock that someone so obviously far beneath him had the temerity to call him a rude oaf, and it made her smile. Because he had been a rude oaf. An unspeakably rude and ungrateful oaf, and she had probably done him a greater service in telling him than she had in returning his poor horse.


The arrogant fool did have excellent taste in horses though, despite his inability to control them; she had to give him that. That high-strung Arabian had been one of the finest and fastest specimens she had ever seen. It would make an exceptional racehorse or a racing stud. Not that she suspected his useless owner realized his animal’s full potential. That jumped-up, pompous, and rude oaf had probably only bought that horse because the Arabian’s whiskey-colored coat had perfectly matched his stunned, blinking eyes.


“That is Lady Almeria Winthrop.” Miss P dragged Lottie’s thoughts reluctantly back to the rude old lady they were discussing instead.


One of the first-year students who had been tasked with handing out glasses of sherry ventured too close to the battle-axe and was unceremoniously shooed away with a snarl, prompting Lottie to once again say exactly what she saw. “Well, lady or not, she reminds me a bit of a grumpy terrier we used to have on the farm years ago, who hated everyone and everything. Although I cannot help but wonder what has got her dander up here? Doesn’t she realize this is a wedding? A time for joyousness and celebration? She couldn’t radiate more displeasure if she tried. Who wasted an invitation on the ungrateful witch?”


In line with the Four D’s, which she upheld with every fiber of her being, Miss P discreetly ignored all those literal observations, but Lottie could not help smiling at the fact she didn’t disagree with any of them. “She is also the Dowager Viscountess of Frinton.”


“So?” asked Lottie with another shrug. “Being a dowager viscountess doesn’t excuse her atrocious behavior.” Once again, an image of the outraged horseman from earlier skittered across her mind, making her wonder if he possessed a title too. It would explain a lot if he did.


Except he hadn’t possessed the physique of a member of the aristocracy. Aristocratic males weren’t usually so . . . imposing. They rarely possessed such broad shoulders or so many obvious muscles. When you grew up in a house full of men, you knew the difference between real muscles and padding, and despite his thoroughly unpleasant manner, he had filled his coat very well.


“So.” Miss P nudged her, forcing Lottie’s mind away from the rude oaf and back onto the rude battle-axe. “I have just discovered that Lady Frinton is in the market for a lady’s companion, so I have told her I happen to have just the candidate ready to go already.”


“Oh, you cannot be serious!” Making no attempt to hide her disbelief, Lottie sighed at her mentor. “You only have to look at her to see that she will eat poor Kitty alive.” Like Lottie, her friend Kitty was again in between jobs and living temporarily back at the school on Miss P’s charity.


Kitty had been dismissed from her latest position as a lady’s companion for gross neglect of her duties—for the fifth time. Because for Kitty, daydreaming wasn’t so much a pastime but a full-time occupation. At least Lottie could suppress the urge to ride an illicit horse for weeks on end before she succumbed to it, and even when she did, she never ever rode one during working hours. Kitty couldn’t go more than a day without her mind flitting to the fanciful pastures of her imagination, usually during working hours.
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