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      Hunter Burrell rubbed a hand over his jaw, forcing his eyes to remain open as he made his way across Hyde Park in the early hours of the morning.

      The cloying fragrance of his mistress's rose perfume clung to his clothing, and he scrunched up his nose at the reminder of his previous night. It had been less than entertaining. In fact, it had been downright awkward.

      Mayhap it was time that he let Hester find a new benefactor who enjoyed her company in bed; he'd undoubtedly taken his fill.

      The sight of a magnificent black gelding galloping through the park in the early morning hour pulled him out of his musings, and for several heartbeats, he watched, enthralled by the sight of the rider.

      The lad knew how to ride well, and as for the horse—what a magnificent beast.

      Intrigued, Hunter kicked his mount into a canter and went after the fellow, determined to find out who it was, if only to save him from his bored thoughts. It took him several minutes to catch up to the rider, who did not seem inclined to slow his progress.

      Even if riding any quicker than a trot in the park was frowned upon, did the lad not know the rules?

      At length, the unknown rider pulled his horse to a stop, turning it about as if to do it all again. The smile on the lad's face made Hunter catch his breath, and he frowned, knowing he did not navigate the windward passage like other gentlemen of his acquaintance.

      "You there, if you please. I wish to have a word," he called as he approached.

      The young man's eyes met his, and Hunter fought to control the simmering heat that knotted in his stomach, pulling his horse to a stop before the young man.

      What the hell was wrong with him?

      "Good morning," he said, tipping his hat. "I saw you riding and couldn't help but admire your horse. You would not be interested in selling? He would make a great asset to my stables."

      The young man looked over his horse with more interest than he possibly warranted since he was a rental from the mews behind his mistress's townhouse in Cheapside.

      "Lord Howard, good morning," a light but very forward feminine voice stated, matter-of-factly. The rider patted the horse's neck, and for the first time, Hunter noted what the rider was wearing.

      Breeches, a shirt, and coat, male clothing… And yet, the rider's voice was most certainly not male. The supposed lad's hair was swept up into a riding cap, pulled low over the eyes to give a covert appearance, but up close, he could see a few long strands had escaped and sat against her shoulders.

      Hunter shut his mouth with a snap. What the blazes was going on here?

      "I'm afraid that if you wish to purchase Magic, you'll have to speak to Beauford. He's the rightful owner, which reminds me, I should be on my way to return his prized mount to the stables."

      "Miss Wright?" he fumbled, not believing the Spinster of Society, as people termed her, was before him, looking far too delectable than she ever had in a ballroom. "Beauford doesn't know you have his horse out at this hour?" Hunter asked, wanting to prolong the conversation, if only to enjoy ogling her figure for several more minutes.

      Jesus, her breasts in that shirt!

      Miss Dorothy Wright was a woman men steered clear of due to her no-nonsense outlook on life and determination to remain single for the remainder of it.

      "No, he does not," she said, tipping her chin up defiantly. "Are you going to tell him, my lord? Run off and whisper to the duke all the bad things I'm doing by riding his horse without his knowledge." She wagged her whip near his face, and he swiped it away. Unfortunately, the action knocked the whip out of her hand and it tumbled to the ground, landing at the horse's feet.

      "Blast," she swore, jumping down from the saddle before he could offer to pick it up himself.

      The moment she bent over—her sweet, pert ass his to view through her buckskin breeches—Hunter lost all coherent thought. He ought to look away, force his gaze elsewhere, but he could not. He'd never seen a woman in men's clothing before, and there was something uniquely erotic about it he liked.

      Very much…

      She was all womanly curves and long legs, but her shirt and jacket accentuated her breasts, which, having viewed her in empire gowns at previous events, he knew would be a lovely handful.

      She turned and caught him ogling her ass, and the sting of the whip on his knee made him yelp. "Hey, I believe that was uncalled for, Miss Wright."

      "And your attention focused on my bottom was also." She climbed back up on her horse without the use of a step and gave Hunter another good view of her derrière.

      His hands flexed on the reins, and he wondered why the spinster was much more alluring today than she had ever been before. Perhaps it was the fact she was wearing very little to hide her figure and left nothing for his wild and wanton imagination.

      "Why are you out so early?" he inquired, watching as her mouth pursed into a displeased line at his question.

      "Why are you out so early, my lord… Oh, wait, I know why you are out and about so early, much like the other gentleman in the park."

      "And why is that?" he asked, unsure he truly wanted to hear her answer.

      She waved that damn whip about again, pointing out all the gentleman scuttling back through the park to their Mayfair homes. "Because you've been out whoring. Do you not have a lover named Miss Hester?" she taunted, a knowing smirk on her face he had the urge to kiss away. "Just to clarify, I have not been whoring all night. I merely wanted an early ride in the park. Alone."

      "No, I suppose you would not have been whoring your wares," he agreed, watching her. "I heard Lord Ponsonby is to marry Lady Meyers," he said, wanting to strike at her in any way he could since she was too aware of his life and reputation for his liking. "Are you in the park this morning because you heard the news and wished to clear your mind and heal your heart?"

      "Lord Ponsonby is to marry?"

      Miss Wright's words quieted in shock, and Hunter knew that until this moment, she had been unaware, and he had said too much.

      "My apologies, Miss Wright. With Lord Ponsonby being your friend, I thought you would have heard already. It is all everyone was talking about at White’s last evening."

      Shamefully because he had been amused that Miss Wright, a woman who despised most men, seemed to have enjoyed Ponsonby's company. Why, Hunter could never make out. The little prancing dandy was not to his liking in any respect, and something about the man made him think that had he offered to Miss Wright, she would have broken him within the first week.

      She needed a man in her bed, not a boy.
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      Dorothy slammed the front door of her modest London home on Golden Square. Technically, she was just on the outskirts of the fashionable part of town, but close enough to say she was living with the upper ten thousand.

      Her sister, now the Duchess of Beauford, had offered to have her come live with her, but Dorothy preferred her independence. Life was practically perfect with Dowager Baroness Lady Cary, who resided with her and acted as her chaperone and companion. She could have all the freedom of a married woman without marrying anyone. And now she certainly would not be since the one gentleman she courted was betrothed!

      She threw her gloves and hat on the entrance hall table with more force than was perhaps necessary and strode into her library, slamming the door.

      Lord Ponsonby was betrothed?

      When had such a travesty occurred? They had been friends for years. In fact, she had painstakingly tried to get him to see her as more than a friend so he would offer her marriage.

      He was neither too high in society for her to cease the carefree lifestyle that she had come to adore nor overly interested in the fairer sex that she would have to perform her wifely duties too regularly.

      He was, in a sense, perfect.

      And now he was engaged?

      She shook her head and strode over to the decanter of brandy, pouring herself a hefty glass and downing it before pouring a second. She had Lord and Lady Kempt's ball this evening, which most of the good society would attend.

      Lord Ponsonby was no exception, yet she would have to endure seeing him show off his new fiancée, she supposed. How could he have not told her he was courting another? Not a word about it, and she had been chasing his popinjay trousers for two years.

      "Bloody bastard," she swore, slamming down her empty crystal glass.

      She sat at her desk and tapped her fingers on the mahogany top, thinking of what she could do next.

      And Lord Howard in the park just now. His interest, the heat in his gaze, had been an exciting turn of events before he threw the news of Ponsonby at her face. She did not know if she could trust him to keep her secret of her morning rides. Would he go and tell her sister that she had been riding, or worse, galloping through Hyde Park at dawn in men's clothing and on a stolen horse?

      The rogue probably would. He was far from respectable, even if she had been less than respectable this morning with her impromptu ride, a need to get out of the house and feel the cool air on her face and the thundering sounds of her horse's hooves beneath her.

      She supposed she would be forced to seek him out this evening and ask him to keep her morning riding trials a secret. She did not want to be in his debt, nor did she want to go and live with her sister like a child who was too young to look after herself.

      She fisted her hand and punched the tabletop, regretting her harsh outburst the moment she did it. Pain shot through her wrist, and she let out a squeal of alarm.

      At eight and twenty, there was little chance of her marrying. Two years of endless, mindless chatter of all things that Lord Ponsonby enjoyed and all of it for nothing.

      How the ton must be laughing their lofty heads off at her foolishness right at this moment. Poor Miss Wright, forever a wallflower, a spinster on the shelf, a matron in the making who would never have a husband, love, or children…

      Not that she particularly cared for the latter, but she would have liked to have a husband, if only for security. She was not an heiress, and although her income from her small inheritance would suffice, she had to economize to ensure it did not run out.

      A husband would ensure her security.

      Her black cat Puss meowed at her feet, and she bent down and picked her up, laying her on her chest and scratching her under her chin. "You will never disappoint me, now will you, my darling girl. No, you won't," she cooed, kissing her cat on the side of her head.

      Dorothy sighed and continued to pet her cat as she positioned herself on Dorothy’s lap before lying down, the hum of
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