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Chapter One

				Great Britain, 1840

				The earth trembled and Jessica Blair’s bare feet flew over the narrow dirt path, which was still warm at twilight after the first sunny day of spring. The rumbling was too steady to herald artillery or a turn in the weather. It was hooves and they sounded as if the horses were closing rapidly.

				Jessica hiked up her skirt, wadded it over an arm and broke into a full, unladylike gallop. She hadn’t taken time to put on the oversized lace-up boots, which jostled clumsily under one elbow. Her lungs burned as she pushed her lean young body, desperate to reach the coops and protect the newly emerged chicks. Their lives depended on her. She had vowed to protect and defend them from all enemies, foreign or domestic. Giving her oath before the nine scruffy hens, Jessica had contemplated enemies like foxes or raccoons. Nevertheless, she would defend them, her body of no more value to the world than theirs, if measured by the meager living she eked out for herself and her ailing, widowed mother.

				The thunderous pounding grew louder. Foliage snapped and lowering tree limbs cracked as the relentless riders plundered the path behind her. Jessica needed to reach the twin boulders. She had chosen the site for her coops, thinking the promontories would protect the rickety pens. The stone outcroppings loomed side by side, separated only by the width of her narrow shoulders.

				In her weeks of coming and going, Jessica inadvertently had worn a path to the place, one clearly visible even in the fading daylight. Her frequent use had widened it; perhaps giving the impression the path was a thoroughfare. It was not.

				Jessica sliced between the twins and burst into the clearing. Dropping her boots and wadded skirts, she doubled over, bracing her hands on her knees, gulping air to feed her burning lungs. Her abrupt arrival set the roosting hens squawking in alarm, batting about in the cages she had constructed from scraps of barrels, and hoops from discarded casks.

				In spite of her heart’s pounding, she heard the relentless thud of hooves, clanging metal and fierce snorting as if the hounds of hell pursued the horses.

				Straightening, suddenly aware of the coming darkness, she realized riders galloping headlong over the trail she had cut, probably would not see the stone pillars until they were upon them. She cringed at the image of animals and men injured or killed in the collision, harsh punishment for following her unwitting footpath.

				Her breathing steadied, she slid back between the twins and studied the approach with no clear plan, only the hope she could stop the riders before their flight ended in disaster.

				A horse exploded out of the night, hurtling toward her, a huge, black beast, his rounded eyes glistening, steam hissing from red, flaring nostrils. She flailed her arms and yelled. “Halt!”

				The rider did not slow. He must be a stupid oaf to propel himself and his mount over such a poorly marked course. Still, she did not want the man to die of his stupidity and certainly could not allow such a ghastly end to his horse.

				Fanning her skirts to gain attention, she screamed, “Halt! In the name of the Queen!” It was the only command she thought might bring the intemperate soul to his senses. She braced, prepared to jump to either side to avoid being trampled.

				The first horse was almost on top of her when he suddenly planted his front feet, sat back on his haunches and skidded. Just before impact, he reared straight up. His hooves fanned the air over her head. Jessica threw her arms up as a shield and leaped to her left, squeezing her eyes closed.

				An instant later, when there was no contact, she opened one eye to find the horse’s front hooves still high above her head, striking one another and producing sparks which resembled a bevy of fireflies.

				“Whoa,” she shouted.

				With snorting that sounded like a groan, the animal dropped his forefeet to the ground. His massive body quivered as he danced sideways. His eyes rolled and his sides heaved as horse and woman stood facing one another.

				In her eighteen years, Jessica had never been that close to a horse and this one seemed particularly large and noisy, snorting and wheezing in turn.

				“There, there, love,” she crooned, certain she was more frightened than the animal. “It is only I, Sweetness, Jessica Blair.” She resisted the impulse to look anywhere but into the horse’s bulbous eyes. “Welcome to you and your intemperate master to my humble hatches.” She smirked at the purposeful insult directed at the unseen rider.

				When the rider didn’t respond, she glanced up and leaned around only to find the saddle empty.

				The destrier threw his head high and pranced in place. Metal clanked against metal, the noise she had identified before she had been able to see him.

				“Where is your master, love?” She regarded him closely. “Is he lying in the road somewhere injured? He’s not dead, is he, Sweetness?”

				Eying her wildly, the horse lifted his nose then lowered it in a series of nods.

				Jessica swallowed and eased closer. Raising an uncertain hand, she started to touch him, and then stopped. She wanted to quiet the magnificent animal, and he did seem to be calming.

				“My, but you are huge,” she whispered. His restless movements stopped and his ears flicked forward. “Your color is like midnight and you have a look of enchantment, all spirit and size and muscle.” She lifted a hand again to touch him. He threw his head high and she gasped to see his neck slathered with thick white foam.

				“What is this?” She studied the goo spattered over his chest and stringing from the dangling strap. She wiped a glob off him and cringed as it clung to her curious fingers. “Are you injured?”

				The horse tossed his head, keeping his nose well above her reach while his occasional snorts dwindled to a nervous whickering. She flinched when he lowered his nose and bumped the side of her face. “Even if he mistreated you, you would not have thrown the dullard for revenge, would you? Of course you didn’t. It is the role of some to serve and of others to be served. Like me, you appear to be the former.”

				She fingered the horse’s bridle trying to think what she should do. He danced back several steps, his agitation reviving, reminding her that her voice quieted him.

				“I have never had a private conversation with a horse.” Again, her words calmed him. At her quiet stroking, her fingertips on his face, the animal eased closer. Prickling chills limned her arms as the horse nuzzled her hair, his breath warm against her sensitive nape. When he nibbled a strand of hair, she jerked, startling them both.

				“Mind your manners, sir.”

				As if he understood, he steadied, his neck arched, his feet still. He glistened black beneath the globs of white froth that oozed and abandoned him in dollops. His saddle and tack were black to match his body. No wonder she hadn’t been able to see him in the twilight or that one horse his size could sound like many.

				She knew no better than to walk behind his rump, but he stood unmoving as her hands ran over his sides, swiping away the last remnants of the froth.

				His master must be a large man, judging by the size of this animal and the length of the stirrups. An average-sized individual could scarcely throw a leg over such a monster.

				Wondering again what had become of the rider; she turned and peered into the night, straining to see if a form lay on the footpath. She had neither seen nor heard anyone in the darkness, which had completely enveloped them. A full moon slipped for a moment from beneath its cloudy sheath to bathe the open area where they stood. The path beyond, however, was cloaked in the shadowy gloom of overhanging trees.

				The horse had galloped, wild-eyed, snorting and whinnying as if the devil himself were in pursuit. Had his master mistreated him?

				No. She had felt no welts of scarring. No blemishes of any kind. The clattering his hooves created earlier indicated he was shod. He appeared well fed and his coat was sleek, as if it were brushed regularly.

				Perhaps his master had overindulged at a tavern and fallen off. Perhaps the man had been set upon by a thief. She considered again the length of the stirrups. It would probably have taken more than one thief to subdue this rider.

				Perhaps she should search for him. How could she? A lone woman? Traveling the road at night? Especially if there were brigands about. She had nothing to steal, of course. She slanted her gaze at the horse. Except him. She would need to take him along in case they found his rider, particularly if they found the man incapacitated.

				She stood on tiptoe to work the rein off over the horse’s ears, then she looped the leather around a branch and ran back to the coops for her boots. As she put them on, she considered. In the dark, she might overlook a man lying in the brush at the side of the road. It would be wiser to wait for daylight.

				She cast a guilty glance at the moon that beamed at the moment, denying her use of darkness as an excuse not to try.

				If the man were lying in the road, some passerby probably already had rescued him.

				What if he lay helpless? Or unconscious? Or dead?

				Her imagination erupted with visions of a helpless wretch lying injured, crying out for assistance while help was delayed, wrestling with her own cowardice.

				She resented the nudge, the same goading presence that prompted her to rescue abandoned birds and runaway horses. Could she, in good conscience, comfort the man’s animal and not expend some effort searching for the master?

				If she could ride the horse, the search would be easier. Also, mounted, she would feel less vulnerable to attack by men or animals.

				She had never ridden a horse.

				The decision would rest with him. If Sweetness would let her climb into the saddle, she would track back along the road, at least a little distance.

				Returning to the horse, Jessica freed the rein and slipped her hand beneath the strap between his ear and his mouth. She applied pressure and he rocked into step beside her. She led him in a wide circle to line him up beside a fallen log, and again fitted the rein over his head.

				How should she sit? The saddle was not properly cut for her to ride with her legs to one side, as ladies of the gentry rode. Her oversized dress and petticoat, a cousin’s castoffs, might be generous enough to allow her to ride astride as a man would.

				Speaking those thoughts quietly to the horse, Jessica stepped onto the log.

				As large as it was, the saddle would provide ample seating. She fingered the leather strap, stalling. Brushing a hand over the saddle, front to back, she slipped a knot and accidentally released a garment tied behind.

				The horse held steady as Jessica unfurled the rolled fabric. When she snapped the garment open, the mount’s eyes rolled, but he only turned his head, as if curious to see what she was doing. It was a cloak, black of course, like the horse and his other accessories. It smelled of wool mingled with a distinctly male fragrance that was not altogether unpleasant. The weave was as soft as Mrs. Maxwell’s silken stockings.

				“This will serve,” she whispered. If she could get into the saddle, she could wrap the cloak around her, and conceal her long, dark hair beneath the hood. Travelers would think her a young man. A youth traveling alone at night would be less remarkable than a girl. Hopefully no one would consider accosting him.

				First, however, she must get herself into the saddle.

				Would the owner of the horse be angry when she appeared in his clothing riding his horse? Would he accuse her of theft?

				Perhaps not, if she rescued him. She prayed to find him in desperate need of saving. Incapacitated, maybe. Not dead.

				“Oh, Lord, please don’t let him be dead.”

				What would she do if she found him dead?

				She would turn the horse around and return to the coops to devise another plan. Now, however, she needed to concentrate on mounting this enormous beast.

				Bracing her feet on the fallen log, Jessica raised her skirts to her knees. She took great handfuls of the mane low on his neck, stretched onto her toes, kicked her right leg up and partially over the saddle.

				The horse nickered, but did not move. Jessica teetered, her legs spread in a ridiculous, untenable position. Bouncing on the lower foot, she thrust herself up. Straining, pulling, levering her right leg over the saddle, she kicked, lifted and tugged. With one heave, she acquired the seat, and a split second later clawed frantically to keep from hurtling headfirst off the other side.

				In another moment, she sat quaking, surprised and pleased to be securely seated, and drew a shuddering breath.

				Sitting a horse so far above the ground was at once terrifying and exhilarating. Brazenly she perched there, her skirt wadded high on her thighs, her lone petticoat scarcely covering her knees, and her legs cradling the massive animal. Her mother’s words echoed in her head. “A proper lady keeps her knees together.”

				But her widowed mother was some distance away and that advice, sage as it might normally be, did not anticipate the current situation. Her mother also had bid Jessica to use her own good judgment, not to be swayed from a proper course by circumstances or the opinions or behavior of others, which was, of course, precisely what she was doing.

				Squirming, Jessica tugged at her skirt, modesty requiring that she cover as much of her limbs as possible. In the process, she stretched her legs, which were long for a woman, and the reason for most of her height, but, even pointing her toes, she was not able to reach the stirrups.

				“All right,” she said, addressing the stirrups, “we shall manage quite nicely without you.” She smirked at her use of the royal we.

				Shivering with dread or excitement, Jessica arranged the heavy cloak around her shoulders and took comfort in the protection even as it swallowed her. Then she raised the rein high, as she had seen men driving plow horses do, giving what she hoped was the signal to go.

				Nothing happened.

				“All right,” she said and bounced a little in her seat. “Go!”

				Nothing.

				She leaned to put her mouth as close to the horse’s ear as possible. “It must be obvious, Sweetness, I have no idea what I am about. Be merciful. Take me by the swiftest path straight to your master.” As she straightened from the tête-à-tête, her heels slid along the horse’s flanks.

				As if he had understood her words, Sweetness moved several paces forward. Jessica rewarded his effort with high praise and series of staccato pats on the neck. As she straightened, her heels again grazed the horse’s sides and again he advanced.

				“That’s good. That is very good indeed.” In her enthusiasm, she pulled back on the rein. He stopped.

				Experimentally, she rubbed her heels lightly at his flanks. The horse advanced, slowly at first until Jessica adapted to his gait. Gradually he accelerated until, with no leave from his rider, he lengthened his stride to a gentle lope as they emerged from the path onto the commercial roadway. Feeling at one with the horse, her body rocking in sync with his, Jessica smiled, then laughed out loud at her success.

				Clutching the rein, she pulled the cloak more tightly about her and felt as if she had died and gone to heaven. Denied the use of the stirrups, she gripped with her feet, cradling the horse’s barreled body until her legs quivered with the strain.

				The animal moved effortlessly, requiring no guidance, back the way he had come. He seemed to know where they were going. As the distance grew, Jessica began to note landmarks to assist in her eventual return, a trip she anticipated she would make on foot.

				The horse’s easy lope became a canter as the distance between Jessica and her coops lengthened and the night deepened.

				At first she welcomed the bite of the determined little breeze in her face, but after a while it became worrisome and she drew the cloak’s hood over her head and down to cover her eyes and nose. She had little need to see since her companion obviously had their destination in mind.

				They traveled for what seemed like an hour as the breeze became wind. Clouds, in turn, played hide and seek with the lemony moon.

				Her mother would assume the scullery maids had drawn additional duties at the manor house. Also, her mother knew Jessica’s lack of interest in keeping to schedules.

				Still, she was her mother’s last child, subject to the overprotection of that position. She did not trouble her ailing parent without good cause. A man lost, perhaps dying on the road, qualified. But how far had they come? How much farther must they go to find him?

				As the wind slapped tree branches overhead, Jessica wrapped the cloak more tightly and found comfort in the musky fragrance of the garment.

				There were few travelers on the road, a half-dozen were afoot and not inclined to look up, or address a dark rider as they passed. Other riders were more interested in Sweetness than in the shadowy form in his saddle.

				After her initial excitement, the perpetual rhythm of the horse’s hooves, her long day of work in the manor house and her wild flight through the woods took their toll. Jessica nodded only to jerk awake when Sweetness slowed his pace, accommodating her each time the rein slipped from her hands or she slid one way or the other in the saddle.

				She roused wide-eyed, however, when her mount began high-stepping and sidling. Perhaps they were nearing his home. She had heard that horses often raced out of control when they neared their barns; therefore, she was puzzled when the huge animal slowed instead of charging ahead. He stopped altogether and turned a wide circle in the road.

				Fully awake, Jessica gently applied her heels to his sides. He refused to go.

				Without a step to aid her dismount, Jessica gripped the front and rear of the saddle, braced her weight on her hands, worked her legs to the same side of the horse, and then let herself drop. When her feet met the earth, she stumbled and grabbed a stirrup bar to keep herself upright.

				Scoring the more-or-less successful dismount as another accomplishment, she looked at the horse, expecting guidance. His eyes rolled as he tossed his head and nickered, dancing sideways, but moving neither forward nor back.

				She pulled the rein over his ears and down to lead him, but when she attempted to advance the direction they had been traveling, he balked.

				She regarded him with some annoyance as he jerked his nose skyward and blew a loud whinny into the night.

				“What is it?” she asked.

				The horse bobbed his head up and down, making the hardware on his bridle jangle loudly in the eerie silence.

				Cajoling, coaxing, Jessica turned him around and attempted to walk back the way they had come. Again Sweetness set his feet and refused.

				Was he daft? She had come this far. She had no intention of simply abandoning this magnificent creature on a commercial road at night.

				Tossing his head, he whinnied and pawed the ground.

				Trees and brambles lined both sides of the road. Jessica shivered, feeling an ominous presence. Traveling any direction would be safer than standing in the middle of this deserted highway.

				The huge horse shook his head and tamped the soft ground.

				Jessica stroked his nose. “Come, Sweetness. Please. We need to be away from this place.”

				Wind rustling nearby trees produced noises that sounded like human groans. Fearful yet curious, Jessica couldn’t help peering into the shadows beneath the swaying branches.

				“All right,” she said, keeping her voice low to mask the panic inside. She swept off the cloak and anchored it behind the saddle, then sucked up her courage and stepped off the road to their left, the direction Sweetness indicated, squirreling in among the trees, tugging the now-docile animal along behind her.

				Metal pieces on the horse’s bridle jingled as he followed, as obedient as a lamb. She found the familiar sound reassuring. She led him on, adjusting their course toward the moans that came more frequently and more audibly as she and the jingling, willing mount moved deeper into the wood.

				The moans could be coming from an injured animal—a wolf or boar or even a bear recently roused from a winter’s sleep and hungry. Surely Sweetness would not follow if he sensed a predator. Of course, he was the same animal who had raced headlong down a footpath and might have broken his neck on the boulders if she had not waved him off. She probably shouldn’t rely too heavily on his judgment.

				Several yards into the underbrush, Jessica came to a barrier of thistled shrubs. The peculiar moaning sounded as if it were just beyond.

				Releasing the horse, Jessica dropped onto her hands and knees to push through the prickly undergrowth. Thorns snagged her shoulders and knifed through worn sleeves to puncture her flesh. She bit her lips to keep from crying out, yielding only an occasional whimper that mingled melodiously with the night birds cooing on their roosts, warbling to report her passing.

				Wriggling, she burrowed on, listening for the human sound, tuning out the birds’ night calls. Pausing, holding her breath for silence, she heard the distinct sound of running water.

				It was neither sight nor hearing, finally, but Jessica’s sense of smell that urged her forward. The familiar fragrance of the cloak drew her—a scent which had been both shield and ally during the long uncertain moments of her ride—into a small clearing.

				In the dappled lighting beneath a willow, lay a bundle roughly the size and shape of a man’s head. She scrabbled closer, settling a foot away from the bundle.

				“Hello.” She nudged the mound with two fingers. “Please tell me you are a human being and that you are alive.”

				No response.

				Her breath caught as she considered, then reworded her plea. “Please, please do not be a man dead.”

				A groan prefaced movement. One booted foot rustled leaves six feet away as a ruddy face framed by a mop of pale, tousled hair, floated up from the debris at her fingertips. She scrabbled back.

				His flesh looked mottled in the intermittent moonlight through the trees. The face mumbled a string of what might have been coarse language, before the man hiked himself onto an elbow. His eyes were open, but didn’t appear to focus. His voice emerged as a snarl.

				“I can scarcely move my legs, my head is pounding, and my throat is on fire.” He paused. “Alive or dead? You pronounce.”

				Jessica allowed a smile. If he were able to speak so of his situation, he must be better off than he sounded . . . or looked.

				Her questions came rapid-fire. “What happened? Who are you? What would you have me do?”

				His eyes rolled and he blinked but appeared confused. The spotty moonlight sporadically peeped from the branches overhead. Clouds swept the restless nighttime sky. A smudge on the man’s forehead ebbed and flowed in the shadows. The blemish might be blood seeping from a wound.

				Another shadow, one she decided was facial hair, circled his mouth and made him appear at once sinister and provocative. A thin beard followed the line of his jaws from the goatee to sideburns in the fashion of the day. The man looked to be of unusual size, well conformed, and perhaps even comely.

				Spurred by the ooze that trickled into his brow, Jessica leaped up, again aware of the sound of running water.

				“I’ll be right back.”

				The man flapped his free hand wildly at the emptiness between them, wheezing objections as she rustled beyond his reach.

				Ducking, she wriggled through another span of undergrowth, gained her feet and found a brook not fifty feet from the man’s position.

				The hem of her worn petticoat tore easily. She rinsed and wrung the scrap, let it soak, then squeezed it only a little as she regained her feet and scurried back to the man.

				On her knees at his side, she pressed the dripping cloth to his lips. He clamped a huge hand onto her wrist as he sucked enough water from the rag to swallow twice before he spoke.

				“Are you an angel?” The words were soft, but his voice sounded stronger. “Your song is a solo in the forest’s chorale.” He attempted a smile. “It trills, like a nightingale.” He sniffed the air. “Your fragrance, too, is cleansing.” He frowned. “Are you real?”

				She smiled and wiped the cloth gently over his features, working around the beard, cleaning smudges that could be removed from his face. Other shadowy presences appeared to be bruises.

				“No, I am not an angel, and this nest where you roost might be fit for a nightingale, but it is not Heaven.”

				His features relaxed. “Good. The discomfort here is more than I expected of Heaven.” He arched an eyebrow. “Not as severe as I imagined Hell.”

				She rewarded his jocular effort with a little laugh, but continued her ministrations.

				As she brushed leaves aside and his person came into full view, Jessica was impressed by the man’s size. Nicely made, he had breadth to match his length, which spanned six feet or more from his head to his toes.

				“What happened?” she asked, dusting debris from his shoulders.

				“I objected to being robbed. I put a ball through one and my blade through another before someone bashed me in the head. My last clear memory is of pulling my feet out of the stirrups. I did not want death to catch me beneath the heels of my temperamental steed. The lack wits beat me some, but it was a halfhearted effort.”

				“Thank a merciful God for that.”

				He cleared his throat. “Of course.” His eyes didn’t follow as she crawled around him, raking away leaves and twigs. Instead, he gazed blankly into the emptiness where she had been. Interrupting her raking, Jessica again used the dampened rag to mop bits of blood from the man’s neck. The sticky liquid had saturated his neck cloth. Her touch startled him and he looked momentarily alarmed before he checked that reaction in favor of another.

				“Thank you,” he said, turning his head in what appeared an attempt to address her face. “Vindicator is an exemplary war horse, but not at all adept as a nursemaid.”

				The man groaned as he pushed all the way to a sitting position. His supporting arm trembled and Jessica pushed her shoulder closer to steady him and, perhaps, conserve what remained of his strength.

				“Later, I roused,” he continued, as if eager to recall the happenings for his own hearing. “Men argued. It was full dark by then, the night like pitch, as it is now.” He rolled his eyes and waited, apparently giving her time to confirm or refute the darkness.

				She glanced at the moon. For the moment, it illuminated their surroundings and gave form to shapes around them.

				She didn’t speak, instead resumed her work with the cloth. She dabbed a splotch from his full lower lip. My, he seemed a handsome man. His eyes were deep set but squinting, perhaps against the headache he mentioned. The trim beard gave him a look of devil-may-care abandon and, at the same time, of authority.

				Her swabbing reopened a wound at his hairline freeing blood to trickle anew down his forehead.

				“I crawled into the weeds, thinking to hide until my sight cleared,” he said, seemingly oblivious to her ongoing ministrations. “I wanted my head to stop pounding and the world to cease spinning. I made for the sound of water. I didn’t get there, did I?”

				“You are very close,” she said. Jessica was wiping scratches and scrapes on his hands, but neither those minor abrasions nor the cuts on his forehead were severe enough to be the source of the gummy dampness soaking his shirt collar and neck cloth.

				Carefully, she brushed her hands over his face, which he moved with her touch. Her fingers rasped over the narrow beard as she ran them into the thick hair above his ears, searching for the source of the profuse bleeding that had begun again in earnest.

				Suddenly her roving fingers slid into a warm moist well and the man shouted a barrage of what sounded like fluent French profanity.

				“Be still.” Her voice rang with a competence she did not feel.

				Changing position, scooting on her knees to get closer, Jessica steeled herself as her fingers cautiously tracked the blood back to a long, deep gash at the base of his skull. She traced the cut, trying to determine its length and depth.

				“Have care!” He snapped the words, but remained still as she continued her probe, attempting to see with fingertips that came away dripping blood.

				She shook out an unused strip of the dampened petticoat and dabbed at the gouge. When that scrap was soaked and unmanageably sticky, she tore a dry length from the garment.

				“Be still,” she repeated, again assuming the authority of the one in charge while attempting to hide her own uncertainty.

				He stiffened, started to speak, then, apparently reconsidered, and did as he was told. Perhaps he was a soldier, accustomed to taking orders. No, he wore fine clothes and the boots of a gentleman, not a uniform.

				She wrapped the new length of cloth twice around his head and tucked the loose end into itself before checking the improvised bandage. The covering crossed one of his eyes then circled his crown giving him the look of a buccaneer. Jessica disregarded his evil appearance, satisfied that the wrapping covered the wound. She had secured it tightly enough to reduce the free flow of blood to an ooze.

				Jessica crawled all the way around him, surveying, but found no other gashes, although shadows played tricks, occasionally making it appear there were more splotches, each of which she investigated despite the man’s grating objections. The wound on the back of his head looked to be the worst of it.

				As she examined him, she attempted to revive their earlier conversation. “Has your head stopped pounding and spinning now?”

				He squinted and cautiously tilted his head. “Not yet. Tell me, child, how did you come to be here in the dark? It is not yet morning, is it? We are still well hidden, are we not?”

				Just as she had guessed, in spite of his denials, he realized the problem with his eyesight involved more than poor lighting. She would play along, not dispute his references to the darkness.

				“Sweetness. Your horse brought me.”

				“Not my horse. My horse’s name is Vindicator.”

				“I see.”

				“Are you part of a search party sent from Gull’s Way?”

				“No, sir. I came alone.”

				Her statement seemed to annoy him. “What do you mean?”

				“I rode Sweet . . . the horse, sir.”

				“My mount’s name is Vindicator. He comes from a long line of warhorses revered for their courage in battle. He is not fit for a woman to ride. It was not Vindicator who brought you here.” He sounded insufferably, unyieldingly certain.

				She frowned into the pale face as he sat cross-legged, staring at nothing. His one uncovered eye shifted anxiously. Obviously he could not see and felt threatened by her nearness.

				“I see no reason to argue, sir, over your mount’s name or lineage.” She liked sounding so mature and reasonable. “A large, gentle, black horse carried me to this place and . . . ”

				“Are you an experienced rider?”

				“No.”

				“Well then, it’s exactly as I said. The animal that brought you here is not Vindicator. He has thrown every man who has attempted to ride him, including me, until we reached an understanding. In seven years in my stables, Vindicator has accepted no other rider. I personally bred his dam to the finest stallion in all of Britain. Vindicator’s bloodlines rival those of the nation’s finest families.”

				Jessica fought her vexation at this injured man who insisted on pursuing an inane argument about a horse.

				“Please, sir, might we discuss your horse’s name, his ancestry, or his philosophy of life another time? We have more pressing concerns.”

				His lips twitched and she thought he almost smiled, and then appeared to catch himself. “I am merely assuring you that the animal you rode to my rescue here tonight is not my horse.” The man suddenly puckered his lips and gave a sharp, clear whistle.

				Beyond the foliage, the horse whickered.

				The man scowled, bleated a dismissive, “Ahh,” and set his sightless eye back on his companion. “What is your name, child?”

				She stumbled getting to her feet, but answered curtly. “My name is Jessica Blair, sir, and I am a woman grown, not a child.”

				Eying him, she puzzled as another smile nearly escaped his constraint. She had real difficulties to overcome at the moment without wasting precious time speculating about this stranger’s mercurial smile.

				Jessica stepped to her right just as a breeze sorted nearby leaves, masking the sound of her movement. The man’s face did not follow. As he continued looking sternly at the place she had been, he lowered his voice to a coaxing tone.

				“You sound like an intelligent girl, Jessica Blair. Have you not learned that lies seldom improve one’s position?”

				He tried to stand, but as he did so, his poor, injured head grazed a low limb. He flinched and bent, looking uncertain and thoroughly vulnerable.

				Jessica wanted to be as truthful as possible with this man whom she now felt certain had no sight at all. “I lie, sir, only when I deem it entirely necessary.”

				Still stooped, he turned abruptly, addressing the place where her words originated. “And stop calling me ‘sir.’” He hesitated, then lowered his voice to a kinder tone. “I am properly addressed as ‘Your Grace.’”

				Again he tried to straighten, presumably to assume the regal stance of someone of importance, and again banged his poor head into the same low-hanging bough.

				“A duke? You, sir, are a nobleman?” She took his hand and tugged him a step forward, out from under the abusive bough. As she did so, she tried to see beneath the dirt, the injuries, and his general dishabille. Except for the expensive clothes, he didn’t look the part he claimed.

				Still, she saw no benefit in arguing. “I fear the blow to your head did more damage than shows, Your Grace,” she muttered. He had nerve, chastising her for suspected lies, then feigning lofty position.

				The leaves whirled again and he started, obviously uneasy. She hurried her next words to placate him.

				“Sweetness—that is, your horse—is strong, Your Grace, and uninjured. He doesn’t even seem tired. You, on the other hand, are spent. We will get you mounted and deliver you to an inn. Surely there is one nearby where we can summon a physician.”

				“No.” Fumbling, he flung a hand forward to brush then catch her wrist in a grip so firm she gasped. “You will convey me to my home.”

				“Tonight?”

				He relaxed his grip slightly but maintained his hold on her arm. “Yes. At once.”

				“But you need a doctor.”

				“No.” His grip on her wrist tightened.

				She forced herself to hold silent.

				“You must take me to Shiller’s Green. My home, Gull’s Way, is near there. Do you know the place?”

				“No, Your Grace. I live near Welter. This is my first journey beyond the river valley.”

				“What are you doing here now then, alone, and at night?”

				“As I told you . . . Your Grace,” she stammered again over the title, “your horse brought me.”

				“A horse, like a soldier, goes where he’s commanded.”

				“Your horse does not, Your Grace, to your good fortune.” She didn’t like seeing this large commanding man at a disadvantage, stooped as if he were cowering in the shadows. “Do you plan for us to cower here among the thistles and weeds debating all night?”

				He seemed caught off guard by her brash words, then covered his surprise with bluster. “Of course not. However, I do expect you to provide a believable explanation of your presence here before this night is over. You would do well to come up with a more convincing story.”

				With that, he turned abruptly, as if leading a charge. Jessica stood glowering at the back of this man who displayed such a vexing lack of regard or appreciation for her considerable effort and inconvenience on his behalf.

				After moments of flailing and being slapped this way and that by wayward branches, he finally set a steadying hand on the trunk of a sapling and assumed a mostly upright position.

				Again taking his measure, Jessica straightened to her full height. He definitely was of a size to fit the huge horse waiting beyond the briars. How in heaven’s name could she manage him through the underbrush and see him onto his immense mount? As she delayed, the man cocked his head as if listening to her thoughts.

				Profoundly aware he could not see her, she had a fleeting, unconscionable thought. She could abandon him. Could take his precious horse, for that matter. He could scarcely prevent it.

				Where had such an outrageous idea come from? It was more like John Lout than Jessica Blair. It was this man’s fault. He annoyed her almost beyond patience. Of course, she could never live with herself if she left him helpless, friendless. Friendless was probably this man’s usual condition, and through no fault of hers. Surely he displayed a more civil attitude toward his peers than he showed those less fortunate who were foolish enough to render aid.

				As to his horse, the animal probably would refuse to go in any direction without him.

				All right. She would see the ingrate to his horse and mounted. Then the four-legged one, which still had its eyesight and what appeared to be an unerring sense of direction, could deliver this duke home.

				She regretted having told the man her name or having mentioned Welter. It would be better if she had simply reunited this insufferable soul with his steed then turned her feet toward home.

	
Chapter Two

				Jessica shuffled as she approached the man with new determination, intentionally making noise so as not to startle him. Addressing him in the kindly tones one might use with a recalcitrant child, she fitted his arm around her shoulder.

				“I am strong, Your Grace. If you can walk a little, I can be both crutch and guide to the road.”

				“Damn this black, evil night,” he said.

				She had little trouble seeing, her eyes having adjusted to nature’s night-lights. His obviously hadn’t . . . or couldn’t.

				Ponderously, they advanced, taking wide berths around gnarled, vine-wrapped trees and bushes. The duke slid his feet over the rough ground, each step accompanied by groans or the pop of his jaw as he clenched his teeth. From time to time, he leaned more heavily on her. If not for those muted sounds and occasional weight, she would not have known he was in pain.

				In the half-light of a small clearing, she glanced up as his jaw muscles flexed and he squeezed his unbandaged eye closed. He no longer made any effort to see. Perhaps he had finally accepted what had been apparent to her from the beginning.

				He looked determined, in spite of his obvious discomfort, and she regretted having to take him the long way around to avoid the brambles through which she had tunneled to reach him.

				His breathing became labored. He was tiring. Just as she decided they must stop and rest, Sweetness nickered soft encouragement. The man gave a low, rumbling response and his arm around her shoulder tightened, rekindling her own resolve.

				They circled a thorned hedge and broke onto the open road, mere steps from the horse.

				Maintaining a firm hold on Jessica, the duke reached out to Sweetness who nickered. The duke fanned the air with one hand until his fingers found the horse’s velvet nose. Sweetness responded with a series of throaty whickers that leached tension from the man’s body.

				Eager to get beyond reunions and on with this rescue while both man and horse were cooperative, Jessica waited. Tall for a woman, slender, but strong, Jessica knew she would be no match for the pair if they rebelled.

				After allowing a moment of privacy between horse and man, she guided them to a stump where she placed the duke’s hand on an adjacent tree trunk. “Hold here, Your Grace.”

				Instead of complying, he grappled to maintain contact with her shoulder. “I forbid you to leave me.”

				She marveled at the gall of a sightless man giving orders to someone who could see, but she gulped back a terse response and answered him gently.

				“I want to position Sweetness beside a stump you may use as a step onto his back.”

				Again she had forgotten to refer to the horse by his proper name. She hesitated, awaiting the admonishment she knew was coming. She had not known the man long, but she already had gained grudging insights into his disposition.

				Instead of the anticipated reminder, however, he released her, squared his shoulders, and spoke confidently. “Sensible. Tell me when Vindicator is in position.”

				While his voice rang with authority, his hand on the tree trembled. She glanced at the wound on the back of his head, reassured to find it oozing rather than gushing. Her mother considered moderate blood flow from an injury a sign of cleansing.

				The man obviously was accustomed to making decisions, giving orders and having them carried out, a practice that should make them compatible, since Jessica was accustomed to taking orders and doing as she was told.

				They were an odd pair: he, a pillar of society; she, custodian of society’s leavings; he, handsome and expensively maintained; she, plain in oversized, cast-off clothing. His shoes had been handcrafted to fit his foot. Her worn men’s boots were a gift from John Lout who had probably taken them off a dead man. He had done so before.

				Grabbing the tree trunk with both hands, the gentleman wavered. Jessica took a step to assist as he righted himself. She watched until he seemed steady before she returned to positioning the horse.

				She led Sweetness close to the stump. There the horse stood like a stone, as if he sensed this was no time to challenge human skill.

				Jessica turned, ready to help the man, but delayed a moment to appraise him. Once he was on the horse, they would return to their respective lives.

				Again she marveled at the width of his shoulders, the breadth of his chest. Ruffles lined the front of his shirt, exposed by his unbuttoned coat and torn vest. She did not see one measure of fat on his frame. He carried himself proudly, his posture almost regal, in spite of the humbling circumstances. She admired his posturing. She prayed pride would see him home and sustain him if the loss of his sight should prove permanent.

				In the dappled light, his face looked chiseled of stone, yet there was a comeliness in his high forehead, which now would bear a scar at his hairline. His nose, which might be oversized on an average face, gave his character. His mouth spanned a firm, determined chin, and he bore creases at the corners of his mouth and his eyes. Did they come from frowning, or from laughter? In truth, Jessica thought him the most handsome man she had ever seen.

				In spite of her lesser height and slim build, she was probably sturdier than he, her muscles honed from long hours in the scullery and tending her mother and the hens. Still, her frame seemed spindly compared to his.

				Dismissing her silly, idle thoughts, Jessica stepped closer.

				“Sweetness . . . that is, Vindicator . . . understands his role. He will hold steady.” She shot a warning look at the horse as he rolled an eye back. Clutching his bridle with one hand, she patted the duke’s sleeve with the other to let him know her whereabouts and to prod him.

				Quite unexpectedly, the man caught her calloused hand and twined his fingers with hers. In other circumstances, she would not have allowed a man to touch her so intimately, but instead of pulling away, she directed his hand to the saddle, as if he needed guidance.

				A frown darkened his expression, and he pressed her hand open to finger the calluses.

				Embarrassed, she pulled free and was relieved that he neither commented nor questioned her. His lack of response at first pleased her, but the pleasure soured as she realized he probably was indifferent to her, a nobleman unconcerned about a peasant.

				She was pleased that her voice did not reflect her pique. “The tree stump is just right of your right foot, Your Grace. It is substantial.” He slid his foot until his shoe bumped the tree. She prompted him again. “If you will step onto it, we can maneuver you into the saddle.”

				He waved her back.

				Sweat beaded his forehead as he gripped the pommel and cantle with those large, capable-looking hands that trembled only a little.

				Jessica fisted her own hands, determined not to assist him until he asked, and certain he would not.

				He placed his left foot on the stump and hesitated a moment, seemingly gathering strength before he vaulted. Well seated, he slid his feet into the stirrups, the length of which fit his long, trousered legs perfectly. He wavered only a little before he straightened and took up the rein.

				Jessica admired the way he sat the horse, as if there were communion between them.

				It had been shortsighted of her not to have planned for herself beyond this point. Her first concern, of course, had been to find the missing rider; her second, to see him restored. She had done her duty, reuniting man and horse. Her responsibility was ended. The horse would deliver them safely home.

				Sighing, she noticed the vapor of her breath. The temperature had dropped. She gazed back down the road the way she had come. It was a long walk, the way probably safer now, in the silent hours before dawn. If she put a foot into it, she should be warm enough and home in time to see her mum, feed her hens, and still put in half-a-day’s work at the manor.

				“God’s speed,” she said, and slapped the horse’s rump. The effort depleted her reserve of courage.

				“Where is your escort?” the man asked, wheeling the horse and turning his head as if looking for Jessica’s companions.

				She deemed a lie necessary. “Back the way Sweetness brought me. I need retrace our steps only a little distance to rejoin them.”

				The man’s voice dropped to a growl as if he were annoyed. “Vindicator. My horse’s name is Vindicator.”

				“Yes, of course. I usually learn things quickly. I meant back the way Vindicator brought me.”

				The duke’s expression softened, along with his tone. “This animal will never be Vindicator to you, will he, Nightingale?”

				“Perhaps not, Your Grace, but he will always be the finest horse I ever attended.” Why should they part with bitter words? “I know that Vindicator, not Sweetness, is his true name, if not his true disposition.”

				The duke pursed his lips. “My apologies, Jessica Blair. The thieves left me with not a farthing to reward you for your heroism. Added to that, I have been insufferably rude. I am Devlin Miracle, the Twelfth Duke of Fornay, master of Gull’s Way, the keep at Shiller’s Green, and other lesser estates, at your service.” He gave a flourish as if doffing an invisible hat.

				Jessica responded with a quiet giggle. His sudden, brilliant smile set her heart aflutter.

				“Disregarding my title, of course, you must call me Devlin, for the events of this night have made us the closest of friends.”

				Jessica ducked her head to hide her embarrassment—forgetting he was unable to see her.

				“And I shall call you Jessica, although . . . ” He shook his head as if casting off an unwanted thought, arched his brows, and added, “Jessica seems too feminine a name for a tomboy like yourself, a bird whose cooing in the forest was more welcome than the song of a Nightingale.”

				While his somber face had been comely before, easy smiles lifted it to enchanting. Scarcely able to speak, Jessica managed a whispered, “Thank you, Your Grace.”

				“Devlin.”

				“Your Grace Devlin.”

				“Just Devlin.”

				“I must go.” She turned and took several long strides down the road, back the way they had come, toward Welter. She needed to hurry but smiled to herself, secretly entertaining an outrageous thought. No one—not John Lout nor her cousin Muffet nor her brother or sister, not even Penny Anderson—would ever know Jessica Blair had spent this night with a nobleman, unchaperoned except for the protection of a war horse whose name was a matter of dispute.

				Devlin reined the horse and might have gone, except Vindicator refused.

				Ignoring his master’s urging, the stallion stood unyielding and rolled his eyes at the dejected moppet as she exaggerated her long-legged stride, an effort to demonstrate a confidence she did not feel.

				Even without his sight, Devlin interpreted his mount’s reluctance to leave the waif to walk even a short way alone.

				“Here, Jessica,” Devlin called, “the least Vindicator and I can do is see you safely to your escort. That is little enough pay for your Samaritan efforts.”

				“Thank you, Your Grace, but there is no need. You are not fit to ride any further than you must.”

				“Not fit? Why, child, I have reserves as yet untapped. Now, give me your hand.”

				“Your horse is tired as well, Your Grace.”

				“Even absent sight, child, my hands have taken your measure. Your little weight will be a trifle. He carries far more than you when we are armed.” He leaned forward to stroke his mount’s thick neck. “Like me, Vindicator has a well of strength to draw from, and is particularly pleased to offer it to a fair damsel in distress.”

				A quick, unbelieving glance at his face indicated he was teasing. Of course. Fair damsel in distress, indeed. The haughty nobleman had been the one in distress—and still was, although he was bluffing it through convincingly enough.

				“No, thank you, Your Grace.”

				He flapped a hand at her and his face took on a glacial look. “I command you. Give me your hand.”

				She disliked the way his mouth thinned to a grim line, making his beard-trimmed jaws appear again to be chiseled of rock.

				Since he couldn’t see, he couldn’t know whether they met an escort or not. When it seemed convenient, she would tell him she could see her party beyond a place where there was no road. There would be no need for him to know the truth.

				She yielded. “All right.”

				“Can you ride astride?” he asked.

				“Yes, but my dress . . . ”

				“Hike it up, child. There’s no one to see you but me and to my weary eyes, this night remains devilishly dark.”

				In the open, the moon bathed them in almost full light, but saying, “Yes, sir,” she tapped his knee with her fingers to indicate her position.

				He caught her forearm with one hand and lifted, swinging her across his lap as if her weight were of no consequence.

				She scrambled to throw one leg over the saddle, then twisted and pulled, adjusting her garments. Holding herself away from him, Jessica arranged herself and smiled, thinking how well Muffet’s oversized dress had served this night. She reminded herself not to complain again about her cousin’s castoffs.

				Jessica’s legs were modestly covered as Devlin’s arms came forward, the rein in one hand, the other hand coiling about her waist.

				“You are very thin, child. And cold.” He pulled her against him, pressing her bottom between his thighs and spooning her into his long, warm torso. He fisted the handful of fabric gathered at her midriff.

				“What is this you’re wearing? A tent?”

				“My wardrobe comes from a cousin. It is clothing she has outgrown.”

				“And which you, God willing, will never fit into. There is enough material here to wrap you twice, perhaps thrice.”

				“More fabric provides more warmth when the nights turn cool, Your Grace.”

				He shifted, tugging a handful of dress and Jessica companionably against him. “Yes, more fabric does provide more protection against the weather. And combining our body heat is an advantage as well. Our mingled warmth is a comfort already.”

				Strangely, their proximity served Jessica as comfort, stimulation, and disturbance, all at one time. Watching her breath plume, she nestled closely into the man’s body. Devlin touched his heels to the horse’s flanks and Sweetness moved smoothly into a slow, rocking gait. The man fidgeted, twisting and turning.

				“May I help?” Jessica asked. As she turned, his cloak unfurled on either side of him.

				“Thank you, but our wrap is free now.” He shook the cloak and, using one hand at a time, he pulled the sides around, enclosing himself and Jessica in its silk and woolen cocoon.

				She forgot about the fictitious escort they were supposed to meet and slumped forward to take his weight. “Please lean on me, Your Grace. I am very strong.”

				“Yes, you are.” His words sounded muffled and seemed to come with considerable effort. “Very strong for one so tall. And slender as a reed.” He sat straight for a while, but eventually began to slump against her.

				The strain in his voice indicated the duke was making heroic efforts to hold himself upright, but his strength was ebbing. “Please, Your Grace, rest against me. It is you who must sleep. I will watch for a while.”

				“It matters not whether my eyes are open or closed, all I see is darkness.”

				“The night is cold and you have suffered rough treatment. Your loss of sight may be your body’s defense, just as we use the cloak to defend against the brisk night air.”

				His voice was husky. “Perhaps you are right. I’ve little doubt the problem is temporary.” His words rang with conviction, but she wondered if his bravado was for her sake or his own. She had provided an explanation he seemed willing to adopt. He leaned more heavily and she suspected that his strength was failing along with his voice.

				Jessica felt bolstered by one thought. She would not be around should her suggestion that his blindness was temporary prove wrong. This night had provided events that were rude assaults upon what she supposed was his soft, well-ordered existence.

				As they advanced, Jessica fought the sleep that claimed her each time she let down her guard. When her head bobbed and she jerked herself awake for the dozenth time, Devlin jumped, startled, before he grabbed new handfuls of the cloak he held secure about them.

				“Where are you from, child?” he asked.

				“From Welter, Your Grace. I work at Maxwell Manor.”

				“Ah. That is one of my properties. Rather a peninsula forming the westernmost reach of my holdings. Thomas Maxwell is a supervising tenant left from my father’s time.” There came a lull and she thought he had fallen asleep. “I visited there last . . . let’s see when . . . I would think it was about . . . ” He hesitated.

				“Four years ago, Your Grace.”

				“Has it been that long?”

				“Yes.”

				“Did we meet, Jessica?”

				She laughed. “I had just begun working there, mucking chamber pots. With the number of visitors, I was busy from dawn until night with little opportunity for socializing.”

				He croaked acknowledgment. “Sleep, Nightingale.” His voice was a rasp. “Rest now, free from your servant’s duties. Vindicator knows the way.”

				Exhaustion won. Against her will, bundled in the duke’s arms, warmed by his body and the cloak they shared and the marvelous scent of both cloak and duke, Jessica knew little of the trip beyond that point until the horse’s rocking motion stopped.

				The sky had lightened with breaking dawn as Jessica squinted, only partially awake, bent beneath the weight against her back. A man shouted and she roused, alarmed to find people running to them like ants to a sweet.

				She tried to shake off the cobwebs of sleep, but could not grasp immediately what was happening.

				Figures clustered around talking and moving in a dreamlike state.

				An enormous beast of a man stood immediately beside them. The giant’s great paws yanked Devlin’s cloak from their shoulders, exposing her warm body to the early morning chill.

				Before she could react, those huge hands pulled the duke from the horse, almost capsizing Jessica as well. The giant caught her companion up in burly arms as if the nobleman were a babe. Then the monster carried his cloak-clad charge up broad steps and into the most superb house Jessica had ever imagined.

				Two bustling women reached to draw Jessica from the horse. A groom held the animal’s head, addressing Sweetness in tender tones.

				The scene continued as part of a dream. Jessica felt as if she belonged there, returning to a palatial home, greeted by soft hands and strong arms and the unspoken promises of a bath and a clean warm bed where one could sleep for a fortnight.

				Her dream ended rudely, however, as she was pulled from the saddle.

	
Chapter Three

				The two ladies, maids judging by their costume, who had broken her fall and grabbed her as she toppled from the horse, obviously had plans for her. They chattered to one another as if Jessica were not there.

				“Has his lordship ever brought a doxy into his mother’s home before?” the scowling, middle-aged one said.

				The older one returned the frown. “Nay, Nan, this is the first.”

				When the women had Jessica generally steady on her feet, they waved the groom to lead Sweetness away. Maintaining their holds on her, they scrutinized their charge. Both reacted with deepening frowns.

				Jessica jerked her arms from the women’s grasps. “I am no easy woman from the streets.” Having clarified that, she could not think how to continue. She wanted to establish immediately who and what she was not. The woman called Nan made a face. “My, she’s filthy.”

				“Needs a bath,” the older one confirmed.

				“What manner of clothing is this?” Nan lifted excess fabric floating about Jessica’s frame.

				“Stolen, I imagine,” said the older one. “It doesn’t look to be her own.”

				Jessica stared at the older woman, obviously the one to whom she should explain. It was difficult to frame an explanation as indignation exploded within, along with soreness in her backside as she stepped.

				“Were I a thief, I would have pinched better clothing, at least something that fit.”

				The older woman nodded, and then looked at Nan, who bobbed her head in agreement.

				“You need a bath,” Nan repeated, this time addressing Jessica.

				“No need,” Jessica said, mellowed by their kinder looks and the fact they were addressing her. “I must be getting home. Which is the road to Welter?”
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