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Chapter 1




Rage tore at him like a biting wind. He leaned over the horses neck, the pounding of his mounts galloping hooves keeping rhythm with his thundering heart. Beneath the thin skin of civility, fury and frustration bubbled in a dangerous elixir that drowned out reason.

He would rebuild what had been stolen from him.

Moonlight lit the way as man and horse skimmed the boundaries of his neighbors vast estate. Inside the elegant manor house, the duke slept peacefully, unaware that he held the key to a mans dreamshis very existencein his hands.

The duke had no agenda; refusing Rogans offer had been merely a matter of practicality, not a personal victory, and Rogan would not blame him for it. But the beast inside him howled for justice.


Leashing the beast was never easy. Deliberately, Rogan opened his senses to the land around him, sucking the fresh, cool air into his lungs, letting it serve as a calming balm to his boiling temper. The shadows of the bushes and trees surrounded him like old friends, and the darkness enfolded him like a warm cloak. In the sky, the moon shone like a candle left burning, and the stars glittered.

The beast slunk back into the dark recesses of his mind, snarling and reluctant, but obedient.

And beneath him, the stallion stretched its legs, eager to chase away the whispering of Rogan Hunts demons.



Lady Caroline Ware tucked her cloak more closely about her and watched through the coachs window as the moonlit countryside rushed past. The urgent heyah of Denton the coachman and the crack of his whip told her he was doing his best to honor her request that they arrive home with all possible speed.

She glanced around the dark, empty coach and suppressed a shiver, wishing she hadnt sent the footman and her abigail and the guards home. But Mrs. Trentons childbirth had taken hours longer than expected, and she hadnt wanted the servants to be away from their families for so long. All had gone home to their children while Caroline stayed at the Trenton home and kept her promise to widowed Mrs. Trenton that she would watch over the womans other offspring during the birth.

She had expected to be home by dinner.


But Mrs. Trentons ninth childbirth had developed complications, and so Caroline had stayed until nearly midnight to help Dr. Raines deliver the healthy baby girl.

The coach jolted, and she groaned as her sore back muscles protested. She huddled deeper into her cloak, hating the night, but hating far worse the fear that made her distrust every shadow. It had been five years, and still she could not shake the legacy her tormenters had left her.

Tired and achy from assisting with the birth, she sniffed back the tears that threatened, swallowed despair that she would never be able to have a normal life.

A husband.

Children.

A life of contentment where she would never have to be afraid again.

She wanted that, wanted it so much she was willing to climb mountains and swim the seas to have it. But the fear always stopped her. That craven, crippling dread of being touched. The panic that choked her and turned her into a whimpering, frantic animal.

How could she ever have children if she couldnt bear the simplest touch of a man?

The coach jerked to a stop. Unprepared, she slid to the floor in a tangle of skirts and cloak.

Stand and deliver!

Her blood froze. Highwaymen? Impossible!

Someone shouted. Dentons voice.

The crack of a pistol echoed around her, vibrated through the coach. A soft thud sounded from outside.

Caroline cried out and scurried back into her seat, squeezing herself into the farthest corner of the coach. Her hair began to slip its anchorings, and she impatiently plucked out the hairpins, clutching them with white-knuckled fingers.

Footsteps. She huddled in her cloak, tried to make herself as small as possible. Then the door jerked open, and a brigand grinned at her, his uneven teeth a dull white in the moonlight. Well, well. Good evenin, milady.

He reached for her and grabbed a piece of her skirt, dragging her toward him. Laughing.

He was laughing at her, amused by her helplessness.

Rage exploded out of nowhere.

She jabbed his hand with her hairpins. He howled as blood spurted, and he dropped her skirt. She scurried across the seat to the other door. He grabbed for her ankle, but she kicked him as hard as she could in the chest. He fell backward with a yell of surprise.

She managed to open the door, still clutching some of the pins in her hand. She slid from the coach, hesitated when she realized her only option for escape was the dark woods at the side of the road. A scuffling sound from the other side of the coach decided her, and she sprinted toward the woods.

An arm hooked around her waist.


Just a moment now. The highwayman yanked her back against him, his breath ripe with ale and poor dental habits. Youre to come with us, milady.

Terror stopped her breath at the words. Please God, not again!

The brigand hauled her toward the coach like a sack of meal, her feet dragging on the ground.

Not again. Fury rose behind the words. Never again.

She jabbed upward. A yowl of pain rewarded her as the hairpins found a target in the villains eye. He dropped her and clutched at his wound, blood seeping from between his fingers. She scrambled away from him on her hands and knees, then stumbled to her feet and raced for the woods.

Cries of alarm sounded behind her. She didnt look back, just ran as hard and as fast as she could. Then something hit her across the back, a huge weight that flattened her to the ground and knocked the breath from her lungs.

Now then, Milady Bitch, a voice snarled in her ear, lets get on with things, eh?

Trapped on her stomach, she could do nothing as he rubbed against her, lewdly rocking his hips against her bottom. A whimper threatened to escape her lips, but she bit it back. She would not give him the satisfaction of showing her fear. But inside her mind, she screamed in horror as memories of the past rained down on her.


We need ye alive for the ransom, he said, then licked her neck. No one said we couldnt have fun with ye first.

A shudder rocked her, and he laughed. Then he rose. She pushed herself up on her hands and knees and managed to suck one breath of air into her starving lungs before he grabbed her by her long hair and hauled her to her feet. She looked up into his face; it was the first man, the one shed stabbed in the hand.

Lets get rid of those claws, shall we? He grabbed her hand and gave it a cruel twist. She cried out and opened her fingers. The hairpins fell into the grass. Thats more like it, he sneered.

She fought as he tugged her back toward the coach. She dragged her feet, twisted in his grasp, but he had a good hold on her hair. She stumbled over the edge of her cloak, falling into him. He gave a snarl and jerked her upright again. Then he yanked the cloak from around her and threw it aside. She batted his hands away, but one of them curled into the bodice of her dress and ripped. Buttons and bows flew everywhere. He hauled the remnants of the dress off her arms, leaving her clad only in her chemise.

She threw back her head and screamed.

Her voice ripped through the night, piercing and long, until her captors hand connected with her face. The scream cut off on a sob.

Not so high an mighty now, are ye? he spat.

He towed her toward the coach. Denton lay in the road, a red stain splashed across his shirt. She whimpered at the sight. Her captor gave the body a kick, then laughed and continued on to the open door of the conveyance.

Youve got to drive, his cohort said, stumbling toward them, one hand clasped to his injured eye. I cant bloody see!

Youve got one good eye, the other man replied. You can drive while the lady and I get better acquainted.

I said I cant see! You can wait to take your pleasure until we get there.

Yell not have her first!

Im bloody bleeding! the man with the wounded eye shouted.

Youll live.

Caroline hung on to her sanity by the barest threads. The one brigand had her hair so tightly wound around his hand that she had no chance of breaking free. She hung from his grasp like a broken doll, memories of five years ago slamming through her brain and jumbling with the events of tonight.

Breathe. In. Out. As long as youre breathing, youre still alive. You can still escape.

She hung on to that basic truth with all her resolve. She had to stay alive. As long as she stayed alive, there was always the promise of escape. She stared longingly at the dark stretch of road that led home.

Something moved. She squinted, thinking it a trick of the moonlight but unable to ignore the spark of hope. Patches of darkness washed over the road, shifting with the breeze. A soft, rhythmic thudding reached her ears over the increasingly loud argument of her captors. As she watched, a shadow broke away from the rest, a savior in a flowing cloak riding a powerful black stallion.

What the? The villain yanked her closer by her hair, making her wince. Who the bloody hell is that?

Go! Get in the coach! One Eye screamed, running for the drivers seat. Get in!

The stranger withdrew a pistol, aimed, and fired as he galloped past. One Eye let out a gurgle and flew backward. Blood bloomed on his chest. He didnt move again.

The stranger wheeled his horse in a tight turn and charged back toward them. Her captor let go of her hair and gave her a hard shove in the back, sending her stumbling into the path of the stampeding stallion.

He was too close, couldnt stop.

Get down! the stranger shouted. Caroline dropped into a crouch and covered her head with her hands, waiting for the deadly hooves to strike her. A rush of motion stirred the air above her, followed by the musky scent of horse. Then the sound of hooves striking the ground beyond her.

Dear God, hed jumped over her!

She rose, trembling, to her feet. The highwayman gave a shout of alarm as horse and rider rushed the man. He raised his pistol. The stranger kicked the weapon away with a booted foot, and the brigand screamed. Cradling his injured arm to his chest, he began to run.

Toward her.

Caroline darted toward the coach, the highwayman hot on her heels. She kept her gaze fixed on the door to the conveyance, the promise of safety. A movement out of the corner of her eye warned her, and she dived beneath the coach just as her would-be abductor tried to hook an arm around her throat. His curse of frustration nearly made her smile. He dropped to his knees and swept a searching hand beneath the carriage. She shuffled beyond his reach.

The thunder of approaching hoofbeats made him curse. He jumped to his feet and ran. She could see only the inky black legs of the stallion pass by her as the stranger gave pursuit.

Edging herself closer to the ground, she was able to view the scene down the road. Her rescuer easily caught up with the fleeing villain. He leaped off his horse, his flowing black cape and extended arms making him appear like Death striking. The two men hit the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. Fists crunched into flesh. They rolled, kicked.

The brigand stumbled to his feet. Still on the ground, the stranger rolled to his side and sent a fierce kick at the back of his opponents knee. The villain howled and dropped like a stone. Her rescuer rolled to his hands and knees and pushed to his feet. The highwayman fumbled at his boot and then staggered up. Moonlight gleamed on the knife he held.

The stranger shrugged off his cloak and wrapped it around his arm, dropping into the fighting stance of a man who had clearly faced a knife before. The villain sneered and swiped. The stranger sidestepped. Both men circled each other. The knife wielder slashed again, and her rescuer evaded, bending backward as the blade skimmed where his throat would have been. He came back in the same movement, grabbing the brigands knife hand and twisting. The knife fell to the ground even as the thief swung around with his other hand and struck a blow to her rescuers jaw.

The strangers head whipped to the side, and for an instant Caroline caught a glimpse of his face.

Rogan Hunt.

She knew him, had seen him at Belvingham several times. Had watched him

His handsome features twisted into a snarl, and he came back around and slammed his knee into the brigands stomach. The villain dropped to his knees, gasping for breath. Rogan kneed him again, this time in the chin.

Her assailant fell backward and did not move again.

Rogan stood there for a moment, chest heaving like that of a stallion whod been given its head, and looked down on the defeated highwayman. After a moment he seemed to decide that the ruffian posed no more danger, and he turned toward the coach.

Caroline stayed where she was. Her heart pounded like thunder in her ears, and her fingers clawed into the dirt of the road. She knew that it was safe to come out, that she was acquainted with her rescuer. Yet she still couldnt seem to move.

She began to tremble as she heard his footsteps, yet he didnt come near the coach. She could hear the soft shuffling as he moved somewhere nearby. What was he doing? Was he searching for a weapon? Robbing the bodies? Her imagination exploded with frantic possibilities.

The noises drifted closer. His booted feet came into her line of sight, then stopped with a soft scrape. Come out, Lady Caroline.

He knew who she was. Panic threatened, and a whimper escaped her throat. He wouldhe would

Lady Caroline, he said again, his voice gentle and soft with a hint of Ireland, your man is injured.

Denton? She barely whispered the word.

Aye, Denton. I suggest we take him to Dr. Raines in the village if we are to save his life, but I fear we cannot do that as long as you remain underneath our transportation.

She rested her forehead on the ground. Denton was alive and needed a physician, and here she cowered like a child beneath the coach that would get him there. She took a deep breath. And another. The ghosts of the past drifted away, and she slowly became grounded in the here and now.

Im coming out.

She edged out from beneath the coach. Strong male fingers closed around her arm and nearly sent her back into terror. But no, he was just helping her to her feet. He released her the instant she had her balance.

Are you injured? He swept her tangled dark hair out of her face, then immediately dropped his hand to his side and searched her expression for a clue to her state. His eyes looked dark in the moonlight, but she knew they were gray. Storm-cloud gray.

Nono, they didnt hurt me.

Are you certain? He cast a quick glance down her body, and she suddenly realized that she was standing in front of him in nothing more than her chemiseand that he had taken great care to look only at her face until this moment. If they hurt youin any way- he began, his expression darkening.

No. Face flooding with heat, she averted her gaze. They were justwell, it doesnt matter. Denton needs help.

His mouth tightened. It matters.

He peeled off the cloak wrapped around his arm and shook it out. As he settled it around her shoulders, she realized it was still warm from his body.

Now we shall see to your man.


Clutching the cloak closed with clenched fingers, she nodded.

They made their way to Denton. Rogan dropped to his knees and tore open the mans bloody clothing. The bullet had ripped a hole near his heart, and blood oozed from the wound.

How bad is it? she whispered, bile rising in her throat.

Bad enough. He leaned his ear close to Dentons lips and gave a short nod. Tis a miracle he didnt die of it. Help me carry him to the coach.

He rose and went to the coachmans head, and Caroline moved to his feet. Rogan slid his hands beneath Dentons arms and lifted. The injured man groaned, and Rogan sent her a devastating grin that made her heart splutter even under such grim circumstances. Still alive to complain about it, isnt he? Take his feet now and help me.

At her rescuers instruction, Caroline curled her arms around Dentons legs as if he were an armful of firewood. The cloak slid off her shoulders, but she ignored it. Dentons life was at stake. This was no time for modesty.

Together they shuffled toward the coach.



The woman tempted him beyond all reason.

Rogan looked down at the bloody chest of the man he carried so as to keep his mind off his companion. He could have easily carried the smaller man by himself. He had only asked for Carolines help to keep her attention focused on something besides her ordeal. His strategy seemed to be working; she hadnt succumbed to vapors and had set her mind to the task at hand.

But had he known the strain her scantily clad presence would put on his willpower, he would have wrapped her up in his cloak and tucked her into the coach from the first. Lady Caroline in her shift was a vision that would keep a man warm and smiling on a winters night. How many times had he fantasized about her looking this way?

She stumbled, and Denton lurched in his arms. He stopped. Are you all right?

Yes. She met his gaze, and though he saw fear in her lovely dark eyes, she wasnt giving in to it. She shifted her grip on Dentons legs, pulling them more tightly against her body and inadvertently plumping her small, firm breasts in a tantalizing display. Im ready.

He swallowed hard and looked away. Lets move along then.

Together they managed to get Denton to the coach. Rogan frowned at the narrow doorway.

Perhaps I could go in through the other side, she suggested. I could pull him in, and you can push him from this side.

Good idea.

She set down the coachmans feet and scurried to the other side of the coach. The equipage creaked as she climbed inside. Then she was there in the doorway, pressing against his back as she reached around him to grab Dentons shoulders. Rogan eased to the side, wrapping his arms around the injured man and pushing as she pulled until the coachmans head and shoulders rested inside the coach.

Do you have him? I need to get his legs.

She nodded, breathing hard as she strained to keep her hold on a man twice her size. Rogan shifted his grip to Dentons legs and shoved, sending Caroline tumbling backward with the coachman on top of her. But he was in.

Rogan squeezed into the coach and rolled Denton aside; with a hand on her arm, he helped Caroline to slide out from under the dead weight. We need to get him on the seat.

She nodded and moved to Dentons feet. Rogan crouched and took the upper body. With a great heave, they hauled the man onto the seat. The task complete, Caroline fell back onto the opposite bench with a sigh of relief. Rogan bent over Denton and checked his wound. Hes begun to bleed again.

What do we do?

He glanced at her and began to untie his neck cloth. Youre going to have to keep pressure on the wound while I drive us to the village.

All right.

He yanked the cravat from around his neck and folded it several times, then laid it over Dentons wound. Come here and hold this. Im afraid youll have to sit on the floor.

Thats all right. She came to kneel beside him. Just show me what to do.

Keep the pressure on. Like this. He took her hand and pressed her palm against the makeshift bandage. A red stain crept across the snowy material. Blast it, hes bleeding too much. Well need another bandage.

My dress is outside, she said, her gaze focused on the sweat beading Dentons upper lip. He tore it to pieces, so its only useful for bandages now.

Ill get it. He hopped from the coach and glanced back at her. Youve been very brave tonight, Lady Caroline.

We survived, Mr. Hunt, she said quietly, startling him with the use of his name. And if we hurry, Denton might survive as well.

He nodded and went to finish what must be done.







    

Chapter 2




Everything seemed almost normal.

A bizarre peace had settled over her, a quiet numbness that silenced the panic. The steady clop of the horses hooves, the creaking of the coach as they rushed toward the villagewhy, it could have been just another day when she went about her charitable works.

Except, of course, for the fact that she wore only her chemise and her cloak, and that Dentons life bled out from beneath the torn piece of her dress that she pressed against his wound.

Rogan had fetched her cloak for her when hed brought back the dress. Hed handed the garment to her without a word and as shed hurried to cover herself, hed proceeded to tear her favorite yellow muslin into bandages. Halfway into the journey shed already gone through several strips of material, removing the old, blood-soaked pads every few minutes and replacing them with clean ones. Her coachman still breathedthough not steadilyand she worried about the paleness of his flesh and the fever that misted his face with sweat.

Rogan would get them to Dr. Raines before it was too late. She was sure of it. She dared not think otherwise.

Tossing aside a bloodied bandage, she folded another strip into a neat square and pressed it with her palm against Dentons wound. She didnt want to think about what might have happened to them had Rogan not found them. Denton would certainly have died, while she

She swallowed hard, pushed back the painful memories. Best not to dwell on that. Denton needed her.

Deliberately she turned her thoughts to Rogan Hunt. She had formally made his acquaintance weeks before, when hed come to offer to buy a mare from her father. Her mare, Destiny. But she had watched him before that, every time shed seen him in the village. Shed nearly fainted the day hed first visited Belvingham to offer to buy Destiny. Her father had refused that offer and the next two, but she had seen the determination in Rogans face and knew he wouldnt give up.

Of course she knew why he wanted the mare. Destiny had been bred and raised by Rogans family. By Rogan himself, in fact. And everyone knew the Hunts were the best horse breeders in England. Well, at least they had been.

Even cloistered away in the country as she was, shed heard the gossip. Rogans father and brother, both wastrels from the sound of it, had sold off all the valuable stock while Rogan had been away fighting Napoleon on the Peninsula. Not that he could have stopped the sale anyway, being the second son, but he had loved those horses, had made them his life. Everyone had thought he would pick up the hell-raising lifestyle of his prewar days and drown his sorrows in the bottle when he found out what his family had done.

But Rogan had surprised everyone by electing not to pick up the life of depravity he had once embraced. Instead he had shut himself away from people, causing even more talk with his brooding solitude. Eventually she learned that he planned to start his own stables, using a small estate he had inherited from his late aunt. And he wanted Destiny to be the foundation of his new breeding program.

Deep inside, she applauded his determination. It made her admire him even more. But, darn it, Destiny was her horse now.

The coach slowed, and she rose up on her knees as they swept past the shadowed outlines of the familiar village buildings. Most were dark, though down at the end of the street she could hear music and laughter coming from the taproom at the inn. Rogan drove on, passing the inn, and then turned, pulling up quietly behind the physicians house.

The coach lurched as he climbed down from the drivers seat. Then the door opened, and he stood there, a tall shadowy figure whose face she could barely make out with the moonlight behind him. How is he? he asked softly.

Still bleeding, she whispered back.

He murmured what might have been a curse, then climbed into the coach. Keeping pressure on the bandage, she shuffled aside as he knelt by the coachmans head and checked his pulse with two fingers at the side of Dentons neck. Not good.

He swung away to descend from the coach. She laid her free hand on his arm. Mr. Hunt.

He froze, whipped his head around to stare at her, even as she realized what she had done. She was touching him. She never touched anyone, except her father. Her fingers began to tremble, but she left them resting on his coat sleeve. Thank you.

He said nothing, and she couldnt make out his expression in the dark, so she stammered on. Ionce Dr. Raines sees me here, we wont be alone anymore, so I just wanted to express my gratitude now. You saved me fromwell, you saved both of us, and I thank you.

Silence stretched between them, though her heartbeat pounded in her ears. Then he slowly lifted her hand from his sleeve and brought her fingers to his mouth. His lips were soft, his breath warm, and the kiss a mere brushing of his mouth against her knuckles. But the gentle squeeze of his hand around hers before he released her spoke volumes.

Ill be fetching the doctor, he said, his voice rough and the faint Irish accent more pronounced than before. Im certain Mrs. Raines has a dress you can borrow.

Yes. She lowered her hand to her side, cleared her throat. Im certain she does.

Stay in the coach until I come for you. He climbed out and shut the door, then hurried toward the doctors house.

In the darkness of the coach, Caroline flexed her tingling fingers. Then she closed her hand into a fist, holding on to the moment.



Rogan was never so grateful for the darkness as he strode up to the doctors door and pounded on it. With one small touch, the girl had ripped his carefully maintained control to shreds.

Ever since the first day hed seen her at her fathers estate, hed been drawn to Lady Caroline. He knew her history; everyone knew. Her kidnapping and rescue at the age of fifteen had fueled the gossips for weeks.

The ordeal had resulted in a young woman whod tried to continue a normal life. A debutante whod collapsed of the vapors at her come-out ball. A girl who sequestered herself away from society on her fathers estatean estate patrolled by guards and dogs.


The day hed first seen her, her delicate looks had stopped his heart. She was so petite and slender, her heart-shaped face dominated by large brown eyes that made a man want to protect her. Shadows lurked in those eyes, horrible memories. He wanted to fold her into his arms, make that somber mouth smile, drive the fear away. But the same fragility that drew him to her was also the reason he had to keep his distance.

Lady Caroline was a dream he could never have, even if their difference in station had not forbidden the match.

He heard someone stir inside the house. Breathing deeply, he reined in his churning emotions. He hadnt been touched so gently, so tenderly, in a very long time. It had shattered him, had smashed down the walls he had so painstakingly constructed to hold back the beast in him.

He clenched his fist and pounded again, taking grim satisfaction in the thud of his hand against the wood. Hed managed to thwart the highwaymen with cold deliberation rather than insane fury, and yet five minutes in Lady Carolines company had his carefully erected barriers crumbling. He had to forget about her; he knew what he was, and he didnt deserve such sweetness.

He glanced back at the carriage just as someone opened the door to the house. Light spilled out into the night, illuminating the well-sprung conveyance, glittering off the ducal crest mounted on the door.

A reminder of what could never be.


He turned back to see young Dr. Raines standing in the doorway, his brown hair mussed and spectacles hanging off his nose as he haphazardly shoved his shirttails into the waist of his trousers. Yes, what is it?

Im Rogan Hunt. A mans been shot.

RoganHunt? The physician cleared his throat, clearly recognizing Rogans name and the reputation that went with it, then nervously pushed the spectacles up with his finger and stepped outside. Shot, you say? You didnt? He shut his mouth with an audible click. Where is he?

Unfazed by the mans distrust, Rogan turned to indicate the carriage. In there. Its a chest wound.

Immediately the doctors uncertainty vanished, and he strode purposefully toward the coach. Lets get him inside then. He reached for the carriage door. Rogan stayed his hand.

I want to warn you that theres a lady in there as well, he said in a low voice. Shes been through an ordeal tonight.

A lady? The doctor glanced at the coat of arms on the door of the conveyance and blanched. Good God, Lady Caroline! He jerked open the door. Lady Caroline, are you all right?

Caroline knelt right where hed left her, keeping pressure on Dentons wound. Shed pulled her cloak more snugly around her, and her long hair hung in tangles around her shoulders, giving her more the look of a madwoman than a dukes daughter. Yet she gave the physician a welcoming smile as if she were serving tea and not staunching the blood from a chest wound. Good evening, Dr. Raines. Im afraid my coachman has been shot by highwaymen.

Are you injured? The physician hopped into the carriage beside her, taking in her shocking state of undress. He glanced back at Rogan, suspicion flickering across his face.

No, Mr. Hunt came along in the nick of time. Her eyes met Rogans in an instant of warm communication before she sent a concerned glance at her coachman. But I fear for Denton.

The doctor bent over the man and lifted the bloody bandages. How long ago was he shot?

Less than half an hour. Rogan stepped forward. I can help you carry him.

Absolutely. We must get him inside at once. Lady Caroline, if I may The doctor pushed past her to take Dentons feet as Rogan squeezed his broad-shouldered frame into the doorway to grab his arms. Caroline sat back in the opposite seat and tried to make herself as small as possible so the two men had room to move.

Onetwothree! The physician gave a soft grunt as they lifted the coachman and maneuvered him out of the coach. Caroline climbed out and hastened after them.

To your left, Dr. Raines directed as they entered his home. Now lie him on the table. And if you would please remove his clothing, Mr. Hunt?


Caroline peered into the doctors examining room. Rogan had begun to strip off Dentons garments, and Dr. Raines stood at a basin, scrubbing his hands. The sound of footsteps drew her attention as Mrs. Raines hurried down the stairs.

Wesley, do you need me? the pretty blond called. She had thrown on a serviceable gray dress and was tying her long hair back with a ribbon as she hurried toward the examining room. Her gaze fell on Caroline, and she stopped short in the hallway.

Dr. Raines appeared in the doorway, drying his hands off with a towel. Amanda, please see to Lady Caroline. Her coach was attacked by highwaymen.

Good heavens! The doctors wife came forward, taking one of Carolines hands in both of hers. Are you hurt?

No. She fingered her cloak, suddenly embarrassed. Though if you have something I could wear

Of course. Come upstairs with me.

As Caroline followed Mrs. Raines, Rogan stepped out of the examining room, fastening his cloak. Ive got one of the highwaymen tied to my horse outside, he said over his shoulder to the doctor. Ill take him to the magistrate. Will you see to it that Lady Caroline gets home safely?

A murmur of assent came from the examining room.

He was leaving? Caroline halted with one foot on the first step. Mr. Hunt.


Rogan looked up, clearly startled to see her there. Yes, Lady Caroline?

She turned away from the stairs and walked over to him. He watched her warily, not moving a muscle as she stopped before him. She wanted to touch him again, to calm the tension she felt coming off him, but they werent alone now. I would appreciate it if you would return, Caroline said softly. I would feel safer if you accompanied me home.

A muscle tightened in his jaw. If you wish.

I do wish it, and Im certain my father will want to thank you.

He gave a jerky nod, then turned away with a swirl of his cloak and stalked from the house.



The Duke of Belvingham was being murdered.

Some would say he imagined it. Others might speculate that recent events had driven him to see enemies behind every bush and tree. But he knew it was the truth, even as his cold-blooded killer sat miles away in Somerset, smiling and drinking with his cronies, acting completely oblivious to the slow, inexorable demise of his victim.

Alone in his private library, the duke shook off the lassitude brought on by the late-night darkness. He hefted himself out of the chair where he awaited his daughters return and shuffled to the window. His joints ached with the exertion, his heart screaming in protest as his lungs worked to suck in air. Clutching the window frame, he looked out at the night, at the fields and shadows of his estate, and wondered how long he had left to live.

Bastard. The word wheezed through parched lips, an epithet spat at his distant, clever killer. At Randall Althorpe, his own flesh and blood, whose greed for the Belvingham title had driven him to murdernow, and eight years before.

His knees weakened at the memory, at the horror of discovering Randalls perfidy only weeks ago in the deathbed confession of one of the villains former colleagues. Gripping the windowsill with shaking fingers, he somehow managed to remain on his feet, even as the face of his son flashed through his mind.

Stephen, drowned eight years ago in the estate pond in what had seemed to be a tragic turn of youthful folly.

But now he knew the truth, knew that Randall, a distant cousin who had stood second in the line of succession, had taken drastic measures to assure that he would move into position as Belvinghams only heir.

He shouldnt have confronted him. The dukes mouth twisted in a grimace at his own stupidity. Only sheer shock had driven him to visit Randall and challenge him with the truth. Hed seen the change in Randalls demeanor, how the amiable light had faded from his eyes, to be replaced by a sinister gleam. The agreeable boy he had always known had disappeared, to be replaced by a sneering, cocky weasel of a man who not only admitted to Stephens murder but bragged about it as well. Because there was no evidence. There was nothing the duke could do to punish him. Heartsick, Belvingham had left in disgust.

Not long afterward, hed slowly started to sicken.

He was being poisoned. He didnt know how Randall accomplished this; the duke took food and drink only from the hands of his cook, whod been employed by him for some twenty years. Still he grew weaker and weaker, and the only thing keeping him alive was the determination to not let Randall win.

He gazed outside and shuddered to think what Randall would do to the estate if he inherited, to the tenants, to his stables.

To Caroline.

Beautiful, fragile Caroline. His daughter had been through enough horror in her young life. What would happen to her should Randall succeed in killing him?

Someone knocked on the door. He frowned, turned to face the portal. Come in.

I beg your pardon, Your Grace. Kerns, the butler, stepped into the darkened study, still properly dressed despite the lateness of the hour. The magistrate is here. He wishes to speak with you on a matter of great urgency.

Dear God. Caroline. The duke swayed, but managed to right himself by gripping the windowsill. Show him in, Kerns. Immediately.

Kenton Docket entered the study with his usual briskness. He sketched a bow, his balding head gleaming in the candlelight. Good evening, Your Grace.

Belvingham shuffled toward his chair. Mr. Docket, whats happened? Is it Caroline?

Docket gave a deep sigh. Youve heard then.

Ive heard nothing. The duke slowly lowered himself into the chair. But my daughter has not yet returned from her errand of mercy, and the magistrate stands before me. Just tell me shes unharmed, he beseeched.

Shes unharmed, Docket reassured him. But there was an incident.

Belvingham took in a shaky breath. Tell me all.

Lady Carolines carriage was overtaken by highwaymen. Your coachman was shot, but he lives. Hes with Dr. Raines.

And my daughter?

She was rescued by a passing rider. He heard her cries for help and incapacitated the villains before they could harm her.

Thank God. The duke rubbed trembling hands over his face. To whom do I owe my gratitude?

To Mr. Rogan Hunt. He killed one of the highwaymen, captured the other, and brought both Lady Caroline and her driver to safety at the home of Dr. Raines.

And where is my daughter now?

The coach is but minutes behind me, Your Grace. I felt I should ride ahead and advise you of the situation.

You were right to do so. He signaled to a footman, who helped him to rise. Come, we will meet them at the door.



Candles blazed in the windows of Belvingham Manor as the carriage made its way up the long winding drive. And the closer they got to the house, the more Rogan felt as if a noose tightened around his neck.

He was a man more comfortable with animals than people. He hated social situations and tried to avoid them as much as possible. He didnt like to attract attention. Yet here he was, riding beside Carolines coach like some knight errant, about to face the gratitude of the Duke of Belvingham after having saved his daughters life.

Clearly attention-attracting behavior.

He clenched his jaw as he noticed the group of people spilling out of the palatial homes doorway. The duke. Docket, the magistrate. Footmen and maids and the butler. Bloody hell, why hadnt he escaped when hed had the chance? Why had he come?

Because shed asked him to.

Like a splinter beneath the skin, Lady Caroline had slipped past his formidable defenses and taken his unworthy heart in her hand. He could no more refuse her than he could stop breathing. Cursing his own weakness, he dismounted as the carriage stopped before the manor. At least this would be the end of it. Then he could go back to his farm and his horses. Away from people.

Away from Caroline.

A footman scrambled forward to open the carriage door and drop the steps. Then he backed away as Caroline appeared in the doorway.

Rogan frowned. Did no one have the courtesy to assist her in descending?

The hem of Carolines dress, borrowed from the taller Mrs. Raines, dragged along behind her as she took her first step out of the carriage. She glanced at Rogan, her dark eyes huge in her delicate face, her lips curving with a hint of intimacy, a secret that only they shared. Before he realized what he was doing, he stepped over and extended a hand.

With a whispered Thank you, she wrapped her slender fingers around his and allowed him to help her down from the carriage. Her touch lingered for half an instant longer than necessary, just enough to make his heart stumble, and then Rogan turned to afford the chaperoning Mrs. Raines the same courtesy he had shown Caroline.

Watching the interplay from the doorway, Belvingham could barely believe his eyes. For the first time in five years, Caroline hadnt flinched away from a man. His throat clogged with emotion.

He noted the manner in which she smiled at Hunt before she turned away, at the protective way he leaned toward her, his expression for one instant betraying a longing that Belvingham was certain he didnt want anyone to see.

And just like that, the solution to his problem came to him, and the duke smiled at the newcomers in genuine welcome.







    

Chapter 3




When the sun rose the next morn, Rogan was up to his ankles in manure. Dressed in a shirt and his oldest trousers, he worked in the stables beside the two ex-soldiers, Grafton and Tallow, as they mucked out the stalls and mixed the feed.

The day had begun just like every other day, as if the events of last night had not happened.

But last night had happened. He could still smell the scent of Carolines perfume, still feel the touch of her hand on his. Her father had been effusive in his gratitude, and Mrs. Raines had taken the role of chaperone most seriously, sweeping Caroline away into the care of her devoted servants, as if afraid Rogan might devour her charge.

She wasnt far off the mark.


He knew his reputation. His years as a hell-raising scoundrel still followed him, even after all this time. People still whispered about what had happened right before hed been given his commission. And they talked about what had happened since. About Isabel. About his imprisonment on the Continent. The stories had made their way to England, adding chapters to his roguish history.

He hadnt taken it amiss when Mrs. Raines had insisted on chaperoning Caroline. Even he knew he was not the sort of man to be left alone with an innocent lady, and the more distance between them, the better. Once Caroline had retired to the bowels of the house, he had accepted Belvinghams thanks and then taken his leave, uncomfortable with the social niceties.

He had no business shaking a dukes hand or dreaming of a noblemans pretty daughter. He looked around the stables, the way the sun shone through the chinks in the walls. He could smell manure and horses and the sweet scent of fresh straw.

This was where he belonged, sweating amid the sounds of shuffling horses.

A black stallion whinnied and stuck his head out over the door to nudge at Rogans shoulder. Easy, Hephaestus, he said with a chuckle, scratching the velvety black nose stretched toward him. Your turn is coming, though Im certain you just want to get out in the sunshine to see those pretty ladies.


The horse nudged his arm again, and Rogan stroked a hand down the satiny neck. Hephaestus was the only horse in the stable that truly belonged to him, a randy stud of sixteen hands that had cost him a good chunk of his modest inheritance. The rest of the animals were temporary residents, sent to him for training. The fees he charged helped run his small farm, as well as pay a small wage to the two placeless soldiers who had come to him seeking employment.

His mouth tightened. During the war, he had made an open offer of employment to any soldier in his company who might find himself unemployed when he returned home to England. At the time he had expected to be able to provide decent jobs to these good men at the lucrative Hunt stables. He had never imagined that he would be scraping a living out of his late aunts estate, trying to recreate a dream that might well be lost to him.

For generations, the Hunt family had been known across England as the best horse breeders in the country. The Hunt line had been legendary, up until Rogan had returned from the Peninsula to find every last steed gone, sold by his father and brother to fund their drinking and gaming.

But he would rebuild the line. All Rogans hopes for restoring his familys legacy lay with the stallion and this tiny patch of land. All he needed was a mare worthy of Hephaestus.

And I know just where to find her, he murmured, resting his forehead against the horses neck. Now all I have to do is convince her owner to sell her to me for a pittance

This ones full.

Rogan glanced up as Tallow dropped a few more pieces of soiled straw onto the pile that filled the wheelbarrow. Ill dump this, Rogan said, stepping forward to grasp the handles. Then Ill be back to move Hephaestus outside so you can do his stall.

Better you than me. Tallow cast a nervous glance at the stallion.

He wont eat you, Tallow.

But does he know that? Captain, that black devil loves two thingsyou and his oats. And Im not getting in his way of either. Pitchfork in hand, Tallow turned back to picking
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