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Chapter One

 


 


December 1818

 


Northamptonshire, England

 


The snow was so thick, the flakes fell so
fast, that William, Lord Barlow could see no more than a foot in
front of his horse's head. For the umpteenth time he cursed his
ill-founded idea to take a shortcut cross-country to his
destination. It made no difference that he had ridden these lanes
since childhood. In the inclement weather, no familiar features
could be seen.

With a mental apology to his horse for the
treatment he was subjecting it to, Will urged the creature on.
Surely he would soon see something to tell him where he was?

It appeared he was mistaken. For what seemed
like hours man and beast plodded on in the thickening snow.
Eventually, Will decided he had no other recourse than to look for
some kind of shelter. Anything to take them out of the worsening
weather.

As the short winter’s day
drew to an end and darkness started to fall, a brisk wind had
sprung up, whipping the snow into drifts, and the hedgerows edging
the narrow lane were fast disappearing. Once they were covered Will
knew his chance of finding his way would be negligible. He had to
stop somewhere and hope by daylight the weather would have
improved. Luckily these storms were usually short lived.
Usually. It would just
be his luck that this one lasted for days, and he wouldn't get home
in time to greet the guests due for his parents house
party.

Thinking of those guests,
Will wondered with wry amusement, if not being there might be a
good thing. Because to his dismay, Lady Henrietta Simmonds and her
doting parents were to be in the party, and his parents had made it clear he was
expected to offer for her hand. Not that he had anything against
Hetty. She was pretty, personable, and remarkable in her
self-assurance. For one of her age, her attitude to marriage was
clear. She wanted nothing to do with it.

On a previous meeting, when parents had left
them together, to 'get to know each other a little better' she had
informed him she expected any marriage to be a necessity, for
interaction to be minimal at worst. No interaction at all at best.
She would do her duty if she had to, but no more than that. It was
not in her mind to be prepared to settle for anything else. She
wanted her way or nothing. When Will had asked for explanations
Hetty had declined to expand further.

To Will, whose preferences were specific,
and extreme, this gave food for thought. He knew he was expected to
produce an heir and a spare, and had long accepted he would do his
duty, before returning to his own sexual desires and activities. He
had thought, if indeed he thought about a wife at all, they would
keep up appearances, but other than that, spend little time
together. However it seemed, Hetty was not prepared to conform to
even that extent. "An heir, a spare, and my own house and life,"
she had declared to him. "Nothing else is acceptable." Then,
earlier that day, a missive telling him on no account must he offer
for her, she would explain all when they met, was enough to add
even more confusion to his mind.

A jolt had him shelving his worrisome
thoughts, and he wrenched his mind back to his present situation.
Merlin, his horse had stopped where the lane ended and was waiting
patiently for directions. With a start he realized he had paid so
little attention to his route he had left the decisions about where
to go to an animal. Luckily, Merlin had decided the decision wasn't
his to make.

Will scanned the little landscape he could
see. It was almost fully dark now; the snow cast an eerie glow over
everything. Trees lost their shape and became sinister. The bushes
still showing over the mounting snow were white-tipped and waving
in the wind. The weather had sculpted the drifts into strange
shapes. Creatures and castles seemed to peer out of them, laughing
and jeering at his plight. It was enough, he decided, to make even
the sanest of men scream and run to safety. He pulled on the rein,
and obediently Merlin turned left and put his head down. He looked
as miserable as Will felt.

"Soon, Merlin, I hope we'll see a barn, a
house, even a sheep pen would be better than this hell." Merlin
whinnied.

It took Will several seconds before he
realized the whinny was answered by another, not far away. Merlin
lifted his head; his ears pricked up, and he tried to move faster
through the several feet of snow blocking the way.

"Steady boy." Will held him in check and
kept his eyes open. The snow was thick on his lashes and he blinked
rapidly. What he saw made him pull Merlin to a stop and rub his
eyes.

There was a driveway on his left, the gates
wide open, the tall pillars that guarded the entrance topped with
eagles. Standing in the center was a horse. On its back, face
covered with a snow–tipped scarf, was a giant.

Will stared. His throat closed up, and his
skin prickled.

The giant wheeled his horse round and with
an imperious wave indicated Will should follow him.

With a mental shrug, he did as he was
bidden. If it would get him out of the freezing elements and into
the warm, he wasn't much bothered if he followed a giant or a
midget. He wanted his horse and himself to be dry, and no longer
shivering.

The giant knew where he wanted to go, and
seemed to have no worries about getting lost. With one backward
glance to see if Will followed, he struck of at a tangent, plowing
through the snow as if it was mere inches deep, not a foot or
two.

Valiantly Merlin followed. All Will could do
was hold on and hope his rescuer knew what he was doing.

It seemed he did. Minutes later a tall gray
building appeared in front of them, its outlines hazy in the
lowering light. Will had no chance to see if it looked familiar or
not.

The giant maneuvered his horse around to one
side and through an archway.

At last, it seemed shelter was near at hand.
Will encouraged his horse in the same direction and, to his relief,
found himself in an enclosed courtyard. The snow was nowhere as
deep and the wind had no effect within the walls.

"Over here," the giant pitched his voice so
Will could hear. He dismounted and entered an open doorway.

Will did the same and followed him into a
stable, where clean straw and hay waited in each stall.

The silence and warmth after the noise and
cold of the outdoors was more than welcome.

"Use the end one." The other man didn’t turn
round but led his horse into the first stall and unsaddled him. The
voice was semi-cultured but muffled by the material still firmly
covering his features. A disguise?

Whatever. All Will cared about was drying
and feeding Merlin, and then himself. He set to work, using a wisp
of straw to take up the moisture on the horse.

"Here."

A bucket of warm oats was thrust into the
stall, and he nodded his thanks as he put it under Merlin's
nose.

The horse whickered and bent his head.

Will turned to face the back of his rescuer.
He couldn't help but notice how long and firm it seemed, or how
well the man's legs filled his breeches. "I have to thank you, sir.
I was beginning to think I would end up the frozen man never to be
found until spring."

The man’s answer was a grunt.

Not the talkative kind, it seems.

Satisfied his horse was dry and had food and
water, Will draped a nearby rug over him, patted his rump, and left
the stall to walk towards his host. "Will Barlow, sir."

"I know who you are." Still the other man
kept his back to him. "Hand me that blanket please. The one behind
you on the wall."

Will turned to do as he was bid. As he tried
to lift it from its hook, he saw it had snagged on a nearby nail.
"One second. It is caught. Ah, I have it…mrmpph." As he stretched
to release the material, the free end was thrown over his head,
enveloping him in musty darkness.

What in Hades?
He tried to strike out, and found his hands
caught and then firmly tied behind his back. The blanket covered
him completely, and as he looked down he could see nothing except
his boot-shod feet. A soft laugh made him furious and he thrust out
his leg in what he thought was the direction it came
from.

"Give over or I tie them also." It was a
different voice, one even though disguised, sounded familiar.

Will began to enjoy himself. He'd bet his
new curricle he was correct in his surmise. He wished he knew where
they were. To his knowledge, the area of the country they were in
was the only flaw in his assumption. If his abductor was indeed
whom he hoped against hope it was, he had no connection to the
area. Try as he might, Will could not think where he could be. He
kicked out again, more because he could, than to connect with a
shin or ankle.

The man grunted and Will found his downwards
view cut off as the blanket was tied loosely around his waist. Were
they trying to suffocate him? He struggled, before he realized it
was doing him no good, and in fact the material was fastened in
such a way, air still reached him. Somewhat dusty, and not very
fresh, but still breathable. He made himself relax.

"Good." His assailant patted his shoulder
and Will spun round as fast as he could and used his foot to stamp
hard on someone's foot. This time he connected and with
satisfaction he heard a string of curses.

A sharp tap on his arse made his cock twitch
and his balls tighten. "Enough. You will not be harmed, and that
was uncalled for."

Will didn't think it would
be politic to voice his disagreement. He said nothing. Another tap,
harder and more arousing followed. How
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