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The Devilishly Dashing Lord Comes to London

Valentine heard the news with trepidation. Diccon Leyburn had arrived in London from the north of England, and meant to take her back home with him as his wife, whether or not he wanted her as a woman.

Valentine told herself it was foolish to fear that Diccon could have his way. There were far too many gentlemen in town who would do anything to stop Diccon from carrying her off.

There was Martin Wakefield, for one, her handsome radically minded cousin. And Lord Stowe, with his fabulous fortune and golden charm, And Lord Henry Sandcroft, a gallant fearless soldier.

Surely any one of them was a match for Leyburn—and together they would be overwhelming, Valentine assured herself.

But Valentine had much to learn about the lord who would not take no for an answer…and still more to learn about herself.


PART I

Spring, 1809

My father had a daughter loved a man

As it might be perhaps, were I a woman

I should your lordship.

Twelfth Night I, iv, 121-123


Chapter 1

The gray stallion snorted vigorously, and I patted his powerful, arched neck. “I perfectly agree, Saladin,” I said, looking around me. “This does not look like a main coaching road.”

It was, in fact, the main coaching road from London to Richmond and it was quite clear to me why Mr. Speight, whose book of maps I carried, had described it as a “bonecruncher.” All around there stretched grass-covered hills and wild open moors. Before me was a narrow, steep, precipitous track that led down into the pass of Coverdale. Offering up a silent prayer of gratitude that I was on the back of a horse and not riding in a coach behind one, I touched my heels to Saladin’s sides, and we started forward again.

In spite of the empty bleakness of the landscape I was actually quite close to my destination. “Carlton Castle,” I said out loud, and Saladin’s ears pricked forward at the sound of my voice. I felt a little shiver run down my backbone and grinned at my own susceptibility. Still, there isn’t a schoolchild in England who wouldn’t have had the same reaction. Carlton Castle was a legend, the seat of the Fitzallans, the lords of Yorkshire and for seven hundred years the greatest uncrowned family in England. Fitzallan exploits filled the history books and ran throughout chronicle, story, and ballad. The present lord was Richard Fitzallan, Earl of Leyburn, and it was toward his home of Carlton that I was journeying.

I was not, unfortunately, going in the capacity of a guest. I was, in fact, delivering a horse. Saladin, to be precise.

Saladin had come into my life at a very convenient moment. You might say he fitted my needs as neatly as I fitted his.

He was a splendid horse, strong and powerful and fast. He belonged to the Marquis of Rayleigh, owner of a famous racing stable at Newmarket, and he had the potential for greatness. Saladin had only one flaw: he would not let anyone ride him.

This presented a distinct problem for the Marquis, who had not bred the horse himself but had bought him as a three-year-old. He had paid quite a pretty penny for him, but Saladin, as he was at present, was useless. The marquis couldn’t even sell him—the story of the horse’s vicious temper was too well known in racing circles.

Not to put too fine a point on it, the marquis was stuck with the goods. And then one day the Earl of Leyburn had come to Newmarket for the race meeting and seen Saladin. The earl offered to buy him for a handsome price—if the marquis could deliver him to Carlton Castle. It is a long way from Newmarket to the moors of north-western Yorkshire and this is where I entered the picture.

My father had been killed in Sir John Moore’s retreat to Corunna a few months previously, and after three years in Portugal, I was home in England. Amid the confusion of the evacuated army, I had managed to escape the friends of my father whom I knew were filled with unwelcome plans for my future, and I headed, like a magnet to metal, to Newmarket.

If there was one thing I knew in this world, it was horses. My father had been in the cavalry and I had passed the greater part of my childhood in Ireland. Papa was stationed in Kildare and I had years and years of experience galloping horses over the Curragh, that great open grassy plain that all good horses go to when they die.

I needed a job and I thought I might find one in Newmarket. I have few ordinary talents, but I can do just about anything with a horse.

I rode Saladin. He had clearly been abused as a youngster, and he was terrified of people, but we understood each other. And the marquis offered me fifty guineas to deliver him safely to Carlton.

The money was certainly attractive, especially since I had only twenty pounds between myself and starvation. And, for reasons of my own, I thought it might be a good idea to bury myself in the country for a while. I accepted the job.

The ride north had been extremely pleasant. The marquis was generous with traveling money, and Saladin and I stayed only at the best inns. I ate hearty, well-cooked meals, slept in soft comfortable beds, and best of all, had a hot bath every night. I was almost sorry to see the end of my journey in sight. I was quite certain my accommodations at Carlton Castle wouldn’t be nearly as luxurious as the inns I had lately been frequenting.

I was hoping very much that I would get a position at Carlton Castle. If they hoped to do anything at all with Saladin, I thought, they would have to hire me. He would scarcely let anyone else near him.

We were deep into the pass of Coverdale by now and I looked around me with something approaching awe. On one side of me towered the enormous grassy bulk of a hillside and from all sides of me wafted the sweet smell of moorland grass and damp earth. Far in the distance I could hear the bleating of a sheep—the only sound in all that vast emptiness. I had enjoyed Portugal, its warmth, its sea; but it hadn’t smelled. Too arid, I suppose. But here… I inhaled deeply. It was marvelous. It brought back something of my childhood in Ireland—the smell of damp, of earth and grass and bog. I hadn’t realized how much I had missed it.

I followed the road toward the dale foot, through Wooddale, Bradley, and Horsehouse, where the coach horses were fed and rested. I didn’t stop, however, but pushed on through the barren ramparts of grass and rock toward Carlton.

The castle was visible from quite a distance, a huge, imposing, distinctly Norman-looking bulk built to command an excellent view of the dale from all sides. I felt once again that shiver down my back. It was exactly as it should be: enormous, forbidding, feudal. Isolated. I looked around me once again. It didn’t seem possible, I thought, that this quiet corner of distant Yorkshire had once been the scene of princely magnificence, of great occasions of state. Kings had visited Carlton, I knew, and most of the great names of medieval England had come and gone with steady regularity.

The Fitzallans had long since ceased to play an active role in the government of Great Britain, but the Earl of Leyburn had remained over the centuries an undisputed power in the north. The earl might make only a rare appearance in London, but no one had any doubt as to who controlled Yorkshire’s vote in the Commons.

I had learned quite a bit about the Fitzallans from a young lieutenant in my father’s regiment who had been stationed with us in Ireland. He was himself from Richmond and he had often joined me for a long gallop over the Curragh. It was his first posting. He was homesick and I was a good listener. And now here I was, at the very scene of Miles’ many stories.

I went, not to the castle itself, but to the stables. It was late afternoon and the grooms were busy feeding. I explained who I was and who Saladin was, and the head groom told me that Lord Leyburn wasn’t at home but that I had better see Mr. Fitzallan, who was his lordship’s steward. I walked Saladin over to a trim grassy border and let him graze while I leaned against a neat white-railed fence and looked about me with satisfaction. The stableyard was immaculate. The stable itself was composed of two large blocks of stalls. Clearly Lord Leyburn kept quite a number of horses, which was good news for me.

“I understand you’ve brought Rayleigh’s stallion,” a calm voice said, and I pulled away from the fence and stood up straight.

“Yes, sir. This is Saladin.” The stallion had stopped grazing at the man’s approach, and was standing next to me. I put my hand on his shoulder and could feel how the great muscles had tensed.

“He’s a beautiful animal,” the man said, and looked at Saladin admiringly. I took the opportunity to study Mr. Fitzallan.

He was about thirty years of age, an enormous man at least six feet, four inches, with the widest shoulders I had ever seen. His hair was dark brown, and his eyes, when they turned to me, were very clear and blue. They were the sort of eyes you could see right into, direct, honest, and kind.

“I am Lord Leyburn’s cousin and his steward,” the man told me pleasantly. “His lordship wrote to me about the arrangement he made with Lord Rayleigh. I rather gathered he didn’t expect Saladin to be delivered.”

“I am the only one who has been able to ride him,” I said earnestly. I wanted very much to impress that fact upon him. I took a deep breath. “I was hoping you would let me stay and look after him,” I went on before I lost my nerve. “I’m sure I can gentle him for you. It will just take a little time.”

“I see.”

He looked at me speculatively and I looked bravely back, hoping he would see exactly what I wanted him to. My clothes were well worn, the breeches and jacket a little big, but otherwise they were unexceptional. They fitted my part. My hair, which is very thick and straight, I had cut in a circular fashion around my head. It was clean and shining, for I had washed it only last night. My father used to say that nature hadn’t been able to make up her mind about my hair-it wasn’t brown, it wasn’t blond, it wasn’t red, but a strange mixture of all three.

“You’re rather small to be riding such a big horse,” the man said.

I was five feet, five inches, and had always thought myself a rather decent height. Next to this man I felt like a midget.

“What is your age?” he went remorselessly on.

I knew I did not look like an eighteen-year-old boy. “Fifteen,” I said.

“And your name?”

“Valentine Brown,” I answered. The first name at least was my own.

He nodded. “Well, Valentine, I thought you were employed by the Marquis of Rayleigh.”

“Oh, no, sir. That is, I never worked in his stable. He employed me only to bring Saladin north, you see.”

“And now you have done that, you are out of a job.”

“Yes, sir.”

He nodded. “All right, I expect we can take you on. I’ll speak to Hutchins.”

“Ah, there is one more thing, sir,” I said rather breathlessly.

He raised an eyebrow. He was a very good-looking man. “Yes?” he said. He was also a very patient man.

“I require my own room to sleep in. You see, I’m a dreadfully light sleeper and it is impossible for me to share with anyone. I’m awake the whole time.”

The blue eyes narrowed and regarded me with distinctly uncomfortable shrewdness. I kept my face still, my eyes expressionless. He took a step closer to me and Saladin threw back his head and backed away. He tried to rear, but I had him firmly by the reins and began to talk to him soothingly.

“Move back,” I said over my shoulder to the man, and continued to talk to the horse. After a few minutes, he rubbed his face against my chest, and I scratched his ears. Then I turned to look at Mr. Fitzallan.

He was standing a good ten feet away from us, and when I met his eyes, he smiled.

“I see,” was all he said.

“Do I have a job?”

“You have a job. Bring the brute along to the stable and I’ll give instructions to Hutchins and to Mrs. Emerson, the housekeeper up at the castle. You will have to sleep there. There are no single rooms available in the stable quarters.”

I grinned in delight. I had done it! “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” And I took Saladin off to the stable.

 


Chapter 2

I trod warily my first week at Carlton Castle, trying to blend in with the general crowd of servants, trying not to distinguish myself in any way. I had been given a small room in the attic that contained a wardrobe, a chair, and a bed. The bed had a distinct sag in the middle, but the sheets were clean and the blankets warm. The food in the servants’ hall was good and plentiful. The horses in the earl’s stable were splendid. Things could have been a great deal worse.

The biggest problem I had to face that first week was fatigue. Hutchins, the head groom, had been understandably skeptical about me and the first day had ordered one of his own lads to ride Saladin. It hadn’t taken the stallion a minute to dump him. The lad had tried again, with the same result. Then I had gotten on. Saladin, bless him, went like a dream. My reputation was established.

I had Saladin to take care of as well as two of his lordship’s hunters to groom and exercise. We were up and out on the moors at dawn for exercise gallops, then back at the stable to groom and feed and clean out stalls. In the afternoon I worked with Saladin, under the hawk-like eye of Hutchins. Then there was tack to clean, horses to get in from the paddocks, horses to groom again and feed again, and finally it was time for our own dinner. I fell into bed at eight o’clock, exhausted.

I would get used to it, I told myself. According to the other lads, Lord Leyburn’s was the best stable to work for in all of Yorkshire.

After I had been at Carlton a week, I had an afternoon off. I went for a walk on the moors, following a small stream that flowed behind the stableyard. It was one of those April days that promises spring, and after half an hour I picked a nice grassy spot, lay down, and went to sleep in the sun.

“If you don’t get home soon, you’ll miss your dinner,” an amused voice said from what seemed a great distance, and I opened my eyes. An enormous shadow towered over me and I blinked in alarm and sat up.

“I’m not going to eat you, lad,” the voice said mildly, and my vision cleared and I recognized Mr. Fitzallan.

“You—you startled me,” I said defensively. Then, rather belatedly, “Sir.”

“I’m sorry.” He sat down next to me, and for the first time I noticed that he carried a gun and a game bag.

“How are you getting on, Valentine?” he asked. He put his gun down next to him and turned clear, sky-blue eyes on my face.

“Very well, thank you, sir,” I replied politely. He raised an eyebrow and I felt a stab of worry. “Have—have there been any complaints?”

“No. No complaints.” His blue eyes were steady on my face.

“That’s good. I’ve been trying very hard to please.”

“Too hard, perhaps.”

“Sir?”

“You’re not accustomed to this sort of life, are you?”

“What do you mean?” I spoke cautiously.

“Your speech,” he said simply. “You speak like a gentleman.”

It was so obvious, and I had not thought of it. Stupid. I hoped my dismay did not show on my face. I was thinking furiously.

“My father was a gentleman,” I finally said. “But he died a few months ago. There was no money and I had to earn my living. The only thing I know how to do is work with horses.” All of this information was perfectly accurate, as far as it went.

“Your mother?”

“She died nine years ago.”

“And you have no other family? No uncles or cousins to assist you?”

“No.”

“And do you plan to remain the remainder of your life a groom?”

I shrugged. “I haven’t gotten around to thinking about the rest of my life.”

“I see.” Then he leaned over and took my left wrist in his hand and held my hand out, palm upward. It was depressingly blistered. I bit my lip.

“I haven’t complained,” I said. “I do my work.”

The big fingers on my wrist were strong but surprisingly gentle. Next to his hand mine looked absurdly small. He let my wrist go and I immediately clasped both my hands around my knees, effectively hiding the blisters.

“I know you do your work,” he said quietly. “Hutchins tells me you are thorough and conscientious. He also says you ride like an angel.”

I flushed with surprise. The only time Hutchins ever spoke to me was to issue orders. Mr. Fitzallan’s words filled me with warm pleasure. I was doing a good job. I was succeeding.

I looked up at him. “There,” I said. “You see?”

His eyelids flickered a little. “No, I don’t see. I don’t see how such an obviously gently bred boy could find himself in such an unprotected position. Didn’t your father leave a will? Surely you have a guardian.”

“I don’t.”

“Then you must be running away.”

I stared straight ahead of me. “If I am not giving satisfaction, sir,” I said tonelessly, “I will be on my way.”

There was a long silence during which I did not look at him.

“All right,” he said at last. “Have it your way. I can’t in all conscience turn such an innocent out to walk the world.”

I felt a little insulted to be called an innocent, but gratitude was my primary emotion. “I assure you, sir,” I said earnestly, “I have told you the truth. My father is dead and there is no one alive who wants me.”

He gave me a shrewd look. “Ah, but that is not what I asked you,” he said. When I didn’t answer, he rose to his feet. “Come. I’ll walk back to the castle with you. We’ll make it just in time for your dinner.”

*

The following day Hutchins told me that the two hunters were to be given to another lad; I was to work only with Saladin. “Mr. Fitzallan wants him fit for his lordship to ride,” Hutchins told me. His expressionless face gave me no clue as to his feelings.

“Yes, sir.” There is no denying that I felt a sense of relief at the thought of being out from under all that hard physical labor. I just hoped my easy lot wouldn’t make me universally hated in the servants’ hall.

It didn’t. At first I found it strange that no one seemed to resent my light schedule, but it soon became clear that the servants had divined the same thing as Mr. Fitzallan. They knew I wasn’t one of them. I was Quality, and therefore it was perfectly all right for me to draw the same wage as they and yet do one quarter of the work. I rather thought their attitude was a sad comment on the English class system, but I forbore to point this out in the kitchen.

Life settled down into quite a pleasant routine. Lord Leyburn wasn’t expected home for over a month and so I had a good deal of time to become comfortably ensconced in his home. The cook, Mrs. Scone, was a motherly soul who decided it was her duty in life to fatten me up. The stable lads taught me how to throw dice and I soon became very good at it. And one or two mornings a week Mr. Fitzallan requested me to accompany him on his morning ride.

On these occasions I rode one of Lord Leyburn’s hunters, and at first I was wary with Mr. Fitzallan, afraid he would try to probe into what I did not want him to know. But he was easygoing and pleasant and seemed disposed to talk about any subject I introduced. I soon found myself relaxing in his company.

I liked him very much. There was a kindness in his eyes and a humorous look to his mouth that was very attractive.

“Are you Lord Leyburn’s first cousin?” I asked curiously one day as we rode over the empty moor with the curlews crying overhead.

“No. My father and his father were first cousins. But both Diccon and I were only children and we grew up like brothers. I’ve lived here at Carlton since I left school.”

“It must be exciting to belong to a family so famous in history.” The wind blew my hair back from my forehead and I looked around me with satisfaction.

“I suppose. Sometimes it can be rather stifling, though.”

I looked at him curiously. “How do you mean?” Gradually I had been dropping the “sir” that had originally punctuated all my comments to him.

“The Fitzallans live too much in the past,” he said frankly. “They haven’t approved of a monarch since King Richard was killed at Bosworth Field, and ever since then they have sulked here in the north, minding their own affairs and ignoring London.”

“King Richard?” I said incredulously. “Do you mean Richard the Third? The hunchback?”

His handsome face looked suddenly stern. “Don’t ever say that here in the north. Here he is ‘good King Richard’ and still beloved in memory. The eldest son of the Earl of Leyburn is always christened Richard in his memory.”

This was astonishing news. “But Shakespeare…” I began.

“Shakespeare lived under a Tudor sovereign,” he said. “It was in his interest to vilify Richard.” I still felt unconvinced and he laughed. “I shouldn’t advise you to look like that around Lord Leyburn. He can get quite violent on the subject of King Richard.”

“But Bosworth Field happened in the fifteenth century,” I protested.

“I know.” He sighed. “That is precisely what I mean about living in the past. The world around us is changing dramatically, and we should be more aware of where we are going than where we’ve been.”
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