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            Tempt Me, Your Grace

          

          LEAGUE OF UNWEDDABLE GENTLEMEN, BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She was banished from England…and she banished him from her heart.

      

      

      

      
        
        Upon her return to England following her father’s death, Miss Ava Knight becomes the owner of one of the largest racehorse estates in the country. There’s only one problem: the future of the estate requires a strong breeding program with the services of a stallion named, Titan. A shame that the horse is owned by a man she swore to never see again.

        

        The Duke of Whitstone, Tate Wells, was heartbroken when Ava abandoned him on the night of their elopement, and he vowed to never lay eyes on Ava again. Despite Tate’s unwillingness to forgive Ava, she comes to his aid during a deliberately lit fire at his estate. Someone is determined to destroy them. Now, the two are forced to work together to ensure the safety of their horses and their homes.

        

        Will their previous feelings for each other rekindle their love, or will their feelings stall out at the starting gates?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Knight Stables, Berkshire, 1816

      

      

      Miss Avelina Knight, Ava to those close to her, tightened the girth of her mount, and checked that the saddle wouldn’t slip whilst hoisting herself onto one stirrup. With a single candle burning in the sconce on the stables’ wall, she worked as quickly and as noiselessly as she could in the hopes that the stable hands that slept in the lofts above wouldn’t wake.

      Pleased that the saddle would hold, and that her mount was well watered before her departure, she walked Manny out of the stables as silently as possible, cringing when the horse’s shod feet made a clip clop sound with each step.

      Ava blew out the candle as she walked past it, and picking up her small bag, threw it over her horse’s neck before hoisting herself up into the saddle. She sat there a minute, listening for any noise, or the possibility that someone was watching. Happy that everything remained quiet, she nudged her mount and started for the eastern gate.

      There was still time and she didn’t need to rush, now that she was on her way. Tate had said he’d meet her at their favorite tree at three in the morning, and it was only half past two.

      She pushed Manny into a canter, winding her way through several horse yards that surrounded her home and past the gallop her father used to train their racing stock. Or what was once her home. From tonight onward, her life would finally begin. With Tate, she would travel the world, make love under the stars if they so wished, and not have to be slaves to either of their families’ whims or Society and its strictures.

      Tate and she would find a new life. A new beginning. Just the two of them until they expanded their family to add children in a few years.

      Pleasure warmed her heart at the knowledge, and she couldn’t stop the soft laugh of delight which escaped her.

      In time, Ava hoped her father would forgive her, and maybe when they returned, happily married with children even, her father would be pleased.

      The shadowy figure of a man stood beneath the tree. Yet from the stance and girth of the gentleman, it did not look like Tate. Coldness swept over her skin, and she narrowed her eyes, trying to make out who was waiting for her. Her stomach in knots, she pushed her horse forward unsure what this new development meant.

      Ava looked about, but could see no one else. With a couple of more steps she gasped when she finally made out the ghostly form. Her father.

      Her heart pounded a frantic beat. How was it he was here and not Tate? They had been so careful, so discreet. Why, they had not even circulated within the same social sphere to be heard whispering or planning. With Tate being the heir to his father, the Duke of Whitstone and Ava only the daughter of a racehorse notable, their lives couldn’t be more different.

      Ava rode her horse up to the tree. She saw little point in turning back.

      Pulling up before her father, she met his gaze, as much of it as she could make out under the moonlit night.

      “Ava, climb down, I wish to speak to you.”

      His tone was not angry, but guarded, and the pit of her stomach lurched at the notion that something dreadful had happened to Tate. Had he been hurt? Why wasn’t he here to meet her instead?

      She jumped down, walking up to him, her mount following on her heels.

      “Papa, what are you doing here?” she asked, needing to know and knowing there was little point in ignoring the fact that he’d found her out.

      She dropped her horse’s reins, and her mount reached down to nibble on the grass.

      Her father’s face took on a stern cast. “The Marquess of Cleremore will not be meeting you here, Ava. I received a note late last night notifying me that, as we speak, his lordship has been sent to London to catch the first boat out to New York. From what his father, the Duke of Whitstone, states, this was the marquess’ decision. Tate confided in his father the predicament he’d found himself in with you, and that he didn’t know how to untangle himself from having to marry a woman who was not his equal.”

      Ava stared at her father, unable to fathom what he was saying. Hollowness opened up in her chest and she clasped her shawl as if to halt its progress. Tate had left her? No, it couldn’t be true. “But that doesn’t make any sense, Papa. Tate loves me. He said so himself at this very spot.” Surely she couldn’t have been wrong about his affections. People did not declare such emotions unless they were true. She certainly had not.

      She loved Tate. Ava thought back to all the times he’d taken liberties with her, kissing her, touching her, spending copious amounts of time with her and it had all been meaningless to him. She had been a mere distraction, a plaything for a man of his stature.

      Her stomach roiled at the idea and she stumbled to the tree, clutching it for support. “No. I do not believe it. Tate wouldn’t do that to me. He loves me as I love him and we’re going to marry each other.” Ava stared down at the ground for a moment, her mind reeling before she rounded on her father. “I need to see him. He needs to tell me this to my face.”

      “Lord Cleremore has already left for town. And by morning, he’ll be on a ship to America.” Her father sighed, coming over to her and taking her hand. “I thought your attachment to him was a passing folly. His lordship was never for you, my dear. We train and breed racehorses and, in England, people like us do not marry future dukes.”

      Ava stared at her father, not believing this was happening. She’d thought tonight would be the start of forever, but it was now the beginning of the end. Her eyes smarted and she was powerless to hold onto her composure. “But I love him,” she whispered, her voice cracking.

      Her father, a proud but humble man from even humbler beginnings, straightened his spine. “I know you think you did, but it wasn’t love. You’re young, too young to be throwing your life away on a boy who would have his way with you and then marry another titled, well-connected woman.”

      “I’m not ruined or touched, father. Please don’t speak in such a way.” She didn’t want to imagine that Tate could treat her with so little respect, but what her father said was worth thinking over. The past few weeks with Tate had left very little room other than to plan, to plot. Would they have thought differently, would Tate have acted differently if he’d been older, more mature? If his departure showed anything, it was certainly that what her father was saying was true. He had regretted his choice and had left instead of facing her. Letting her down as a gentleman should, had not been his course. It showed how little he thought of her and the love she’d so ardently declared to him.

      She swiped at her cheeks, wanting to scream into the night at the unfairness of it all.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, looking at her half boots and not able to meet his gaze. How could he have done this to me? She would never forgive him.

      He sighed. “There is one more thing, my dear.”

      More! What else could there possibly be to say! “What, papa?” she asked, dread formed like a knot in her stomach at her father’s ashen countenance. She’d seen a similar look from him when he’d come to tell her of her mother’s passing and it was a visage she’d never wanted to see again. Ava clutched the tree harder.

      “I’m sending you away to finishing school in France. I’ve enrolled you at Madame. Dufour’s Refining School for Girls. It’s located in southern France. It comes highly recommended and will help prepare you for what’s to come in your life; namely, running Knight Stables, taking over from me when the time comes.”

      Finishing school! “You’re sending me to France! But Papa, I don’t need finishing school. You know that I’m more than capable of taking over the running of the stables already. And I know my manners, how to act in both upper- and lower-class society. Please do not send me away. I won’t survive without you and our horses. Don’t take that away from me, too.” Not when I’ve already lost the happiness of which I was so certain.

      He shushed her, pulling her into his arms. Ava shoved him away, pacing before him.

      Her father held out his hand, trying to pacify her. “You’ll thank me one day. Trust me when I tell you, this is a good thing for you, and I’ll not be moved on my decision. We’re leaving for Dover tomorrow and I, myself, will accompany you to ensure your safe arrival.”

      “What.” She stopped pacing. “Father, please don’t do this. I promise not to do such a silly, foolish thing again. You said yourself Tate was leaving. There is no reason to send me away as well.” Just saying such a thing aloud hurt and Ava clutched her stomach. To have loved and lost Tate would be hard enough; nevertheless being sent away to a foreign country, alone and without any friends or support was too much to bear.

      He came over to her, pulling her against him and kissing her hair. “This is a good opportunity for you, Ava. I have worked hard, saved, and invested to enable me to give you all that a titled child could receive. I want this for you. Lord Cleremore may not think that you’re suitable for him, but we shall prove him wrong. Make me proud, use the education to better yourself, and come home. Promise me you will do so.”

      Ava slumped against him. Her father had never been flexible on things and once he’d made a decision it was final. There was no choice; she would have to do as he said. “I will go as I see there is little I can say to change your mind.”

      “That’s my girl.” He pulled back and whistled for her mount.

      She couldn’t even manage a half-smile as Manny trotted over to them.

      “Let us go. I’m sure by the time we arrive back home breakfast will not be far away.”

      Using a nearby log, Ava hoisted herself up onto the saddle. The horse, as if knowing her way home, started ambling down the hill. Light shone in the eastern sky and glancing to her left, Ava watched the sun rise over her land. Observed the dawn of a new day, marking a new future even for her, one that did not include Tate, Marquess Cleremore and future Duke of Whitstone.

      A lone tear slid down her cheek and she promised herself, there and then, never to cry over Tate again or any other man. She’d given him her heart and trust and he had callously broken them. That the tear drying on her cheek would be the last she ever afforded him.

      And his precious dukedom that he loved so dearly. More dearly than her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      So many miles separate us. I do not sleep with the thought of you. When did your love for me perish? I cannot fathom why you would not confide in me that your feelings had changed, maybe even moved on elsewhere…

      
        
        – An excerpt from a letter from Miss Ava Knight to the Duke of Whitstone

      

      

      

      
        
        Knight Stables, Berkshire, 1821

      

      

      Ava pushed her newly purchased mare, a fine sixteen hands thoroughbred that had breeding to rival her own, into a blistering gallop. She smiled, sitting low over the neck of this precious girl, and they started around the corner and down the home straight of their family gallop.

      Her stable manager and trainer, Mr. Greg Brown, stood watching from the side of the gallop, hearing his exuberant shouts as she went past him in blistering speed. She smiled, impressed with her horse’s unfathomable swiftness.

      The early morning mist started to burn off the grass and trees, freshness in the air after a light shower of rain. Pulling up the mare, Ava kept her in a slow trot to return to Greg. The mare blew steam out of her nostrils with each breath and Ava patted her, giving her a congratulatory rub.

      Ava breathed deep herself, marveling at the beauty of her life, the beauty of this place that was now hers.

      “What did you think, Greg? Do you think she has a chance at Ascot?” Ava teased, knowing they had a lot ahead of them before they could even think to enter the mare into such a race there.

      He chuckled, bending under the railing and coming out to pat the horse himself. “Maybe next year if she keeps performing as she is. She’ll have to prove herself at Epsom before then, though.”

      Ava kicked her feet free of the stirrups and jumped down. She handed the reins to Greg and walked around the horse, checking to make sure she was sound after her run. “Gallant Girl will prove herself, just as her name suggests, you wait and see. And with the new yearlings in a year or so that we’ll produce with Titan breeding with Black Lace, we’ll have more beauties like this one.”

      “About Titan,” Greg said, pulling off his cap and running his hand through his hair. “There may be some difficulty having him cover with Black Lace as you wanted. I got word today that Mr. Tuttle has sold him.”

      Ava paused in her inspection of the horse and placed Gallant Girl’s front right hoof down. She met Greg’s gaze and read that he’d not been making a joke. “Titan’s been sold? But Mr. Tuttle promised my father that if we gave them the first foal off Black Lace two years ago, that he would allow us to have Titan to cover Black Lace this year. My father held up his end of the bargain, and you’re telling me that he has not?”

      She started for the stables, yelling out to one of the young lads to saddle up Manny. Greg followed her as fast as he could while leading Gallant Girl beside him. “Wait, Miss Ava. Wait. I do believe there are options other than Titan that you should consider.”

      There was no other horse better than Titan and if Mr. Tuttle thought to swindle her and her late father, why, she would take back that little foal, Beatrice, and be damned the scandal in the racing world. How dare the man cheat them in such a way? He’d shaken her father’s hand, damn it. Didn’t that mean that the agreement was as waterproof as a ship’s hull?

      “There is no other horse as fine. I want Titan to sire the next generation of foals here at Knight Stables and there is nothing anyone can say to change my mind. You know as well as anyone that he’s the best thoroughbred in England, possibly on the continent as well. His height, along with his strong blood lines and speed, makes him the only horse that’ll do.”

      Ava thanked the lad who saddled up Manny for her and, clutching the saddle, she hoisted herself up.

      “Where are you going?” Greg asked her, clutching the reins under her horse’s neck.

      She frowned at his impertinence. He let go. “I’m going to find out what Mr. Tuttle is about treating my stables with so little respect. I may be a woman, and my father may be gone, but we had a deal. I’ll not stand for it.”

      She turned her mount and kicked Manny into a canter, heading directly for Tuttle Farm. When her father had been alive, nothing of this sort of underhanded business ever took place. They would never have thought to cheat her dearly departed papa. But here she was, a woman, and being treated with so little respect.

      Anger simmered in her blood, and even by the time she trotted into Tuttle Farm’s yard, her temper had not waned. She spotted Mr. Tuttle lunging a horse in the lunging yard and walked her mount up to the fence, waiting for him to notice her.

      His look of contrition told her he knew exactly why she’d come.

      “How could you, Mr. Tuttle? You had an agreement with my father that still stands with me,” she demanded, forgoing all pleasantries.

      The older gentleman yelled out for a nearby stable lad to take the rope and whip and walked over to the fence. He seemed to have aged in the last few months since she’d seen him. As she looked down at his gray, receding hairline and whiskers to match, a little of her temper eased.

      “I had no choice, Miss Ava. In fact, if you do not purchase your foal back from me, you’ll be buying her back at auction.”

      She frowned. “What is wrong, Mr. Tuttle? Has something happened to force you to sell Titan and Beatrice?”

      He sighed, his shoulders slumping at the words. “It has, my dear. I don’t mind telling you as our families have known each other for many years, but I made a bad investment last year and, well, it’ll cost me the farm. We’re preparing to move to Bath where my wife, Rose, has family. Selling Titan, at least, enabled me to pay off the most pressing debt. With the sale of the house, the land, together with the horses of course, we may have a little left over to keep us for a few years in reasonably comfortable conditions.” He met her gaze, his eyes glassy with unshed tears. “I’m sorry, Ava. I know how much you wanted Titan’s bloodline.”

      Forgetting about the horse, she said, “Can I help at all? Is there anything that I can do to ease the debt and enable you to stay? These stables have been in your family for three generations. I would hate to see you lose it all.”

      “Well,” he said, looking about his property, the love he had for his land evident in his gray orbs. “When one makes a mistake, one must own it. I’m just sorry that my wife and my children will lose all that we’ve worked so hard to build. And I thank you, Miss Ava, but I cannot accept your generous offer. It wouldn’t be right.”

      She nodded, wanting to press, but Mr. Tuttle had always been a proud man. To force him into anything had never worked before and she could not see it changing now. And she did not want to part having argued with him, even if she wanted so very much to help. “Very well, but do let me know if I can support you in any way. Or if there is something you do not want to be sold off to anyone else that maybe I can purchase. At least you’ll know who has it and that it’ll be loved.”

      “You’re a good girl. And know that I would never have reneged on our deal if I could help it. There really was no other way around it.”

      Ava adjusted her seat, watching the horse that was being lunged who seemed quite interested in their conversation instead of doing what it was supposed to be doing. “May I ask whom you sold Titan to? Maybe I can negotiate with them.”

      He looked down at his feet, shuffling them a little.

      “Mr. Tuttle,” she ventured when he didn’t reply.

      “As to that, my dear. Well, that is to say…”

      What was wrong with the man? “Mr. Tuttle, tell me. Surely, it is not a secret.”

      He met her gaze and, for a moment, she wondered if he had been sworn to secrecy. Surely not?

      “The Duke of Whitstone purchased Titan, Miss Ava. I heard from your father, you see, all about your family falling out with them and, well, I’m sorry that for you to have Titan cover your mare you’ll have to go through his grace.”

      Her hands shook at the mention of him and she clasped the reins tight, anger simmering in her veins at having heard his name. Even after all these years. “Why did you sell it to him? I could’ve matched the price you wanted.”

      He shook his head, again shuffling his feet like a naughty school child. “He came here only yesterday and offered cash. I’ve had money lenders down my back for weeks, so I took it without thinking. I’m sorry, Ava. But I had to think of my family.”

      Damn it! “I understand,” she said, unable to hide the disappointment in her tone. The Duke of Whitstone could be a persuasive gentleman from what she understood. The stories she’d heard about Tate in London did not resemble the boy she’d once loved. If anything, he now sounded like a man who only sought pleasure and cared for little. In the year since she’d been back in England, he’d not once called to apologize for his treatment of her all those years ago.

      Ava turned her horse, preparing to leave. “Do come by before you leave, Mr. Tuttle. Bring your family and we shall have tea and cakes. I am disappointed about the horse, but I’m more disappointed you’ve been placed in this situation. I wish it were not so.”

      He tipped his hat, bowing a little. “You’re very generous, Miss Ava, and we shall call around to say our farewells.”

      “Very good.” Ava waved and started toward home. She kicked her mount into a gallop and swore. Damn the duke and his interfering ways. If only she’d heard of Mr. Tuttle’s struggles earlier, she might have been able to help him, or purchase the horse instead of the duke doing so. In her estimation, the duke was not worthy of such high standard of horse.

      She could not face having to deal with him either for that matter. That he had not called was a blessing, for she certainly had not wanted to see him and his ugly, lying heart.

      But it did not solve how she would gain access to Titan for her breeding program. It was a dilemma she hadn’t thought she’d have to cross. But the stallion was paramount to supplementing her bloodlines, possibly siring future winners, and enabling the farm to prosper and never have to face the same fate that Mr. Tuttle has had to.

      To give up on her dream to become the best and most esteemed breeding and racing stable in England wouldn’t do. She’d given up previously on things she’d wanted, marriage and a family with a man she’d thought loved her, but she wouldn’t in this regard. The duke would not take this away from her as well. She would send her manager, Greg, over to the ducal property and have him negotiate if at all possible.

      And with any good fortune, the whole breeding program could be accomplished without his grace or her having to step one foot near each other. Just as she preferred.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tate Wells, the Duke of Whitstone, leaned back in his leather-bound chair behind his desk and steepled his fingers as he listened to the Knight Stables’ manager lay out the suggested terms for allowing Miss Ava Knight access to his prized runner, Titan.

      Not that he would tell the old man, who was as loyal to Ava as her own father had been prior to his death, that hell would have to freeze over before he’d allow her anywhere near his property or Titan. It had been five years since he’d seen or thought of the woman, and he wasn’t about to start now.

      He shifted on his chair, his mind mocking him for the lie that was. Hell, he thought of her often. Hoped she was well and happy. Even when he went down to the local inn and had a tankard of ale, his ears would always prick up with the mention of Knight Stables and the mistress who ran the successful horseracing farm.

      Even so, he would never forgive her for having him sent away. His being in America had stopped him from saying goodbye to his father. By the time news of his father’s illness, two years ago now, had arrived in America his departure for England had already been too late. He’d arrived in Berkshire two weeks after his father had been placed in the family mausoleum.

      Another hurt he could lay at Ava’s door. Or Miss Knight, whose soul was as black as a moonless night.

      “Therefore, you see, Your Grace, it would be beneficial if we were to have Titan cover our mare, Black Lace. Miss Knight is willing to pay handsomely for the service and I, along with your own head trainer, can organize all the particulars regarding the horses so you and Miss Knight need not be disturbed.”

      Tate met the older gentleman’s gray gaze, his eyes a little watery with age. So, Ava didn’t wish to see him, did she? Well, there at least was one part of the agreement on which they could concur. A small part of his heart ached at the notion that she wanted nothing to do with him. Her severing of their relationship, of leaving England had been so different from the girl he’d once known. There was a time when they could not be kept apart, when every hour, every minute was spent together.

      Tate shook the unhelpful thought aside. “I’m not interested in breeding Titan at present. We’re looking to have him race in Ascot next year, which I need not remind you is less than eight months away. I do not need the horse taxing himself if it’s not necessary.”

      “I beg your pardon, Your Grace, but horses run and tax themselves daily. To breed the horse will be no more vigorous than training.”

      Which was true, not that Tate was going to abide by those rules. And he liked the idea of Ava not getting what she wanted. She had ripped his hopes for his future from beneath him. Marrying the woman he loved, respected and adored, not simply a woman who was considered suitable to become a duchess. “It is too much for my horse and I’ll not allow it. Please tell Miss Knight to look for another stallion elsewhere for her breeding program.”

      The older gentleman wrung his cap in his hands. If this deal was so very important to Ava, why hadn’t she come and asked him herself? He’d taken great pains in not running into her here in Berkshire and, so far, he’d been successful in his plan.

      To know that she was back from France, had been for a year, it was nigh on improbable that they’d not run into each other thus far, even at race meetings and such. Tate thought on it a moment and wondered if she, too, was avoiding him as much as he avoided her.

      He stood. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time, Mr. Brown, but my decision on this is final. Please let Miss Knight know.” He held out his hand. “Good day to you, sir,” he said, ending the conversation.

      Mr. Brown stood his shoulders slumped. Tate felt for the man. He would now have to go back and face Ava. It was certainly not something even Tate would enjoy. At least, when he’d known her well all those years ago, she had been determined as much as opinionated. Two traits he’d once adored about her. They had been friends before he’d fallen head over boots in love with her. She had never backed down on a subject if she thought he was incorrect with his thinking, going to great pains to make him see the sense in her judgement. Her determination, her fierce brown eyes alight with fire when she spoke of making Knight’s stables the best known in England and with Tate by her side. Ava had always expected the best of people. What a shame she was not able to live up to her own standard.

      Mr. Brown shook his hand. “Thank you for your time, Your Grace. Good day to you.”

      Tate watched him leave. He sat back in his chair, leaning back, thinking on who Miss Knight was today. That she’d not come here and asked herself for the use of Titan was telling, indeed. It seemed all their association of years past meant very little to her. That they were truly strangers.

      Not that such a realization surprised Tate. The day she’d sent a missive telling him she would not marry him had been enough to tell him exactly what Miss Knight thought of him. Of how much she’d lied and teased his boyish ideals.

      Tate ran a hand over his jaw. Even with all that had passed between them, all the hurts, he couldn’t help but wonder if she still looked the same. Did she still have long locks that were as rich as chocolate? Were her eyes as brown and wide? Were her cheekbones as high, or had they filled out a little with age?

      The clock chimed the hour and, picking up his quill, he pulled the estate paperwork before him and started to check the finance ledgers for the stables and his tenant farms. What did it matter how much she’d changed? He’d changed, too, moved on.

      The past two years as duke, he’d been lax in attending to the running of his estates, but no more. It was time he ensured the people who lived off his lands were well cared for. That his racing stable here in Berkshire grew and prospered as he’d always wanted. To make his stables better than the Knights’ three miles from here was a good enough motivation to be here instead of town. And with Titan in his stables, he already had the upper hand in moving his plans forward.

      Tate pushed thoughts of Ava from his mind, just as she’d thrown him away without a backward glance. No one who was so disloyal and self-centered deserved a minute of his time. Not ever again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava pushed her horse into a gallop, the roofline of Cleremore Hall, named when the family only had the marquessate emerged from the trees. In only a few moments, she would see Tate again. Be once more in the hallowed halls of the Duke of Whitstone’s home. It had been years since she’d ridden this close to his estate, and nerves pooled in her stomach at the thought of seeing him again.

      Had he changed as much as she? Five years was a long time, and he’d been away in America for three of them. She supposed that could change someone very much, make them more worldly, knowledgeable even. Over the years, she’d secretly listened to the idle gossip about the great family whenever she heard it, wanting to hear if Tate had married or was engaged. Nothing of the kind had ever been mentioned but, upon his return to England, his antics in London certainly had been all that was on anyone’s lips. In this county at least.

      The man was a veritable rogue from all accounts and, somehow, the notion that he had many lovers, or at least took women to his bed on a regular basis, left the hollowness of his betrayal open like a gaping wound.

      It was also not who she’d thought he was. Tate had certainly never been such a man when she had known him but they’d been a lot younger then, only nineteen in fact. His grace had also refused to marry her. So, she supposed, maybe if he had been legitimately attracted to her and loved her, he would’ve taken her to his bed as well. He had not.

      She pulled Manny up on a small incline not far from the ducal horseracing stables, and from here she could see Titan eating grass in an adjacent paddock. Clicking her tongue, she pushed her mount forward in the direction of the stables, wanting to speak to the head trainer. See if she could get him to barter with the duke, who seemed to be a stubborn oaf, all of a sudden.

      She tied up her mount to a nearby railing, leaving her with enough rein to nibble the grass. The stables were as large as hers, and yet the wood did look in need of fresh paint. At least hers were in better condition, much better than a duke’s.

      Entering the stables, she stood inside the darkened space and gave her eyes time to adjust. Men went about their business, some boys shoveling out days’ old straw from the stalls while a couple of younger lads sat oiling the stirrups on the leather saddles.

      “No oats today. He’s getting fat,” a familiar voice said and she gasped at hearing Tate again after all these years. The thought of fleeing entered her mind for a moment, before she raised her chin and faced the inevitable reunion that was bound to happen now that they were both back in England.

      He walked out of a stall and she took the opportunity to drink in his form, his features, while he was unaware of her presence. The youth she’d once loved was no more. His soft brown hair looked sun kissed, longer on top than the sides and he’d pushed it back without thought giving it a ruffled appearance. His straight nose and chiseled jaw were as perfect as ever and, even now, she recalled the feel of it. Tate’s lips were pulled into a half smile after talking to his workers, and she marveled at the fact that one man could be blessed so generously with good looks.

      Certainly he was a good four inches taller, and as for his arms that once had been spindly, the current Duke of Whitstone’s were muscular and strong. His thighs, encased in tan breeches, bulged with lean muscle and heat bloomed on her cheeks. She bit the inside of her cheek. Even after all that had passed between them, that her body betrayed her by longing for one more caress, a look, a kiss…

      What a silly little commoner she was.

      He turned and started when he spotted her. A flash of pleasure crossed his features before he blinked and it was gone, replaced with annoyance.

      “I will not change my mind, Miss Knight. You’re wasting my time and your own.”

      She sighed, lifting her chin. “I had an agreement with Mr. Tuttle before you forced him to sell you Titan. I deserve for that agreement to be upheld.”

      He turned, giving her his back. If he meant it to be a slight, he was sadly mistaken. Instead of infuriating her, her body simply had a mind of its own and her gaze dipped to his bottom. Biting her lip, she fought not to grin at how perfect he still was down there.

      “By and by, Miss Knight, should you be dressed in such a way? You look like a man.”

      She raised one brow, still staring at his bottom since he was still looking the other way. “Like I care what you think, Your Grace. I didn’t come here to discuss our clothing, but horse stock. What will it take for you to give me Titan so I can have him cover my mare, Black Lace? I’m willing to pay if its money you want. I remember well how much your family adores currency.”

      He did turn at that and she narrowed her eyes. Good. She wanted him annoyed. Annoyed as she was, that it was because of her lack of connections, of titled ancestors in her bloodline that had made her so ineligible for him. He’d left for America, abandoned her instead of telling her to her face that he’d made a mistake. That he no longer loved her and didn’t wish them to marry.

      She would’ve been hurt, to be sure. But that hurt would’ve healed knowing that he’d been honest and had acted the gentleman. The man before her was a coward who ran away instead of facing his responsibilities. He’d left her alone and vulnerable. Her school friends had been her salvation, but upon returning to England there was no one. With her father gone, she’d been alone, without protection and she’d paid for that lapse in the worst way possible. She would never forgive him for that.

      “You would not have enough funds even if I were to ask that of you.”

      His words irked and she came to stand not a foot away from him. “I have plenty of blunt, duke. And I’m sure had your father still been alive, I could’ve bought Titan ten times over by now. So tell me, since the apple never falls far from the tree, what is your price? What will it take for me to have Titan?”

      His attention moved over her face and her stomach fluttered at his inspection. What was he thinking? Did he think her much changed since he’d seen her last? Up close, Ava could see the slight shadowing of stubble on his jaw. His clothing, instead of buckskin breeches and superfine coats cut to perfection to fit his form, were tan breeches, knee-high boots, shirt and brown coat. No cravat or waistcoat, no highly starched shirt or polished boots. Ava glanced down at his chest where the tie had come loose on his shirt and the sprinkling of chest hair could be seen. Her fingers itched to feel it again. Once, when they’d been alone, they’d kissed with such passion that she had touched his person, and he too her.

      The memory of it made her ache and she ground her teeth, hating that her body would deceive her with the enemy before her.

      “He’s not for sale,” he said, staring down at her, his hardened words brooking no argument.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Still stubborn I see, Your Grace.” She turned about and started for the door, the click of his boots following quickly behind her. “America didn’t cure you of that trait,” she threw at him.

      He clasped her arm and spun her to face him. She gasped, slapping his hand off of her as his touch left her burning for more. For five years, she’d not reacted to a touch as she’d reacted to Tate’s and the hunger in his eyes told her he damned well knew what his presence did to her.

      “What do you know of me or how I am? Do not throw insults, Miss Knight, simply because you’ve not got your way. I could say myself that your stubborn streak has not been trained out of you either. I would’ve hoped the French finishing school would’ve been more thorough in your education.”

      Ava fisted her hands at her sides. “Oh, do not worry, Your Grace. My education taught me a great deal. The most important of all was what type of gentleman to stay away from, vile lechers such as yourself.” It had not taught her so very well though, and she pushed that ugly memory away, not wanting to relive that horror that had nothing to do with the man she was currently arguing with. Ava strode over to her horse and hoisted herself up. “Which I intend to do right now.”

      “Lecher?” he said, his eyes wide. He caught the reins of her horse and stopped her parting. “You know as well as anyone I was never a lecher.”

      She raised her brow mockingly. “Really, so the gossip in London about you is wrong? You’re not a rake? A man who has too many lovers to count? A man who prefers folly to looking after his many estates? Tell me, duke, did the women of New York not satisfy you enough that you had to return home and sow your wild oats here? How very changeable you are from the young man I once knew.” Ava shut her mouth with a snap. How had the conversation about Titan escalated into a slaying match between them? All of which was too personal, and too telling. She didn’t want him to know that he’d hurt her all those years ago. Had broken her heart.

      “I beg your pardon, Miss Knight, but I fail to see why you should care. Do not lob your insults at my head when you’re no angel.”

      “What?” she said, aghast. “What do you mean by that?”

      He glared at her. “And now you play me a fool. Good day to you, Madam.” He stepped back, giving her leave to go. Throwing him one last glance, she kicked her mount into a canter and left. The ride home was a blur, her blood pumped loudly in her ears over a conversation about a horse that had turned into a fight about their relationship and broken engagement.

      Not to mention her lack of manners in bringing up the fact that he’d slept with half of London. The rumors that his estates lacked attention, of which she had no solid proof, was true. She cringed. What was wrong with her?

      Ava took a calming breath and nudged her horse into a gallop. She would not allow his boorishness to rile her. He wasn’t worth it, and yet, the hurt that had been etched on his face when she left just now had opened an old wound she’d thought long healed.
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        * * *

      

      Tate ran a hand over his jaw as the delectable bottom of Ava’s galloped off up his drive. What woman rode about Berkshire in men’s breeches? It would seem Ava did so and with little care as to who saw her or what they thought.

      The moment that she’d walked into his stables, his heart had jumped in his chest at seeing her again. He’d had to physically stop himself from taking her in his arms and telling her how much he’d missed her. Within a split second of the thought, the memory as to why they’d not married had reminded him why he would need to be wary of the woman before him. She’d pushed away his love for a chance to travel abroad and study. To run away from being a duchess as it was so very distasteful to her, or so her letter had said.

      But, blast it, she was as pretty as he remembered her. Her long dark locks tied loosely at the back of her head, a delicate red ribbon the only article holding it in place. Her eyes were as fierce as ever, burning with passion, or loathing in his case, but still seeing her again had quenched his thirst after being thirsty for so long. He frowned when he lost sight of her, wanting her to come back and give him another set down if only to see her perfect little nose rise high in the air.

      “Was that Miss Ava Knight?” his closest friend, Lord Arthur Duncannon said, looking up the drive and in the direction Ava had disappeared. His lifelong friend never missed anything he thought might be fodder for gossip. If it looked juicy and worth commenting on, he always had an opinion.

      “Yes,” Tate said, starting back toward the house. He didn’t want to discuss Ava any more than he wanted to discuss why his heart wouldn’t stop pounding in his chest. Or why her words cut him like a sword. She seemed angry at him, considering she’d pushed him aside for foreign shores.

      Duncannon caught up to him. “The very one who jilted you? The same Ava Knight who runs the horseracing stables next door?”

      Tate glared at his friend and hoped Duncannon would get the hint that this conversation and Ava were not up for discussion.

      “Tell me, Your Grace. Or I shall have to find out another way.”

      “You will not,” he said, his voice brooking no argument. “All that you need to know is that we’re neighbors and certainly not friends. The past was nothing but a foolish childhood infatuation that is well over on my behalf. And from my conversation with Ava just now, so too it would seem is hers.”

      Duncannon threw him a disbelieving look, even so much as to scoff a little at his words. Tate halted. “What now, man? What is it that you’re concocting in that minuscule mind?”

      His friend grinned. “From watching you two from the stables, I would suggest that the feelings that are so very over between you two are not. In fact, I would lay good blunt down and say that, if anything, you both still care for each other more than you’re willing to admit.”

      Tate fisted his hands at his sides. “I do not care for Miss Knight and you need to keep your opinions to yourself lest you’re shuffled off to London to live with your mother.”

      Duncannon held up his hands in defeat. “Very well, I shall not say another word. But do tell me, what did she want to discuss? It seemed she wasn’t very happy when she left.”

      Unhappy was calling what Ava was feeling lightly. She was mad as hell if he knew her at all. At one time, there hadn’t been another person in the world who knew her as well as he did. In the past, after a disagreement such as the one they just had, Ava would ride home going over the fight. More than likely cursing his name and spitting fire. He could only assume she would’ve reacted today in the same way.

      He half smiled at the knowledge of it. “A stupid thing really. She had agreed with Mr. Tuttle to have Titan cover her mare, Black Lace. By purchasing Titan, that deal is now void. She simply asked me to uphold the agreement, which I refused.”

      “Why did you refuse?” Duncannon asked. “Was it not your plan to breed Titan and race him? Why not breed with one of the best breeding stables in England? She owns Knight Stables, does she not?”

      Tate started toward the house again. “She does, inherited it after her father died twelve months ago.”

      “So what is the problem?”

      The problem was that he was being a stubborn bastard who didn’t want to give her what she wished. Not even when she’d asked him so nicely at first. Seeing her again had exacerbated all the injuries of her jilting him. Of wanting something else, books of all things over his love. What type of woman turned down a future duke? Turned her back on the love he’d thought they’d shared? What kind of woman could be so callous with words of sentiments and matters of the heart? A woman who put her own ambition before anything else. And Tate would do the same. With Titan in his stables, the stallion was one step toward becoming real competition to the Knight Stables, to start his own breeding program and produce future horseracing winners. He would not give her the opportunity to best him again, not in business or on a personal level.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” he said, shrugging.

      “You’ve changed your mind? Really? Seems to me you’re basing your decision on what happened between you all those years ago. Maybe you should accept her offer, but put a stipulation in that should the mare birth a foal that looks promising for racing, any wins the horse might have during its lifetime you’d be entitled to half the profits.”

      Tate turned to face him. “She’d never agree to such terms. The stables have offered to pay for Titan covering her mare, they will not want to share the profits.”

      “The stables have bred fifty winners in the last ten years. You could get a piece of the pie. If she wishes for Titan to be used for her breeding program, she’ll have to agree,” Duncannon said, his business mind coming forth for a moment.

      Duncannon was a shrewd man, and some of what he said made sense. It would certainly help financially should the mare breed a winner, and having a horse jointly owned by the renowned Knight Stables would only lift his own name within the racing community.

      He thought on the prospect a moment. Ava would not be pleased by this development, and Tate grinned at the idea of annoying her further. If only to see her eyes flash fire at him. “I will think upon it,” he said, entering the house. Would think about all the ways he could tell Ava these were his terms and watch the little hellion become further displeased.

      Tate pushed the idea away that he’d offer such an idea simply to spend more time with her. She did not deserve his attentions, and yet, walking into his library, Tate’s steps were somewhat lighter than when he’d walked out of the room earlier that day. He could not fathom a guess as to why…
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      As I look out over the French landscape, so very similar and yet different from where we grew up, I wonder if we’ll ever see each other again…

      
        
        – An excerpt from a letter from Miss Ava Knight to the Duke of Whitstone

      

      

      

      A week later, Ava lay on her bed, staring down at the unread book in her lap and thinking about a certain duke who had been thrust back into her life.

      Three short miles was all that separated them, and yet it wasn’t far enough. If only an ocean still kept them apart she would be well pleased. After their disastrous conversation last week, she’d not seen or heard from him. Not that she hoped to, but there was a time when she wouldn’t go a day without being near him. If only to tell him how much she had missed him and possibly sneak away for a kiss or two.

      Shouts down in the yard caught her attention and dropping the book on the bed, she raced to the window. Ava glanced toward the stables which she could see from her bedroom but couldn’t see anything amiss. The men were running toward the barn where the carts were kept, and hearing them yelling orders to grab hessian bags and buckets, fear shot through her that the stables located on the opposite side of her home were on fire.

      Ava raced to her closet and pulling on the clothes she’d worn that day, she stumbled into her dressing room, searching for her half boots when she saw an orange glow kiss the night sky. A sickening red radiance coming from the direction of Tate’s property.

      She stopped for a moment, stunned still at what she could see. Was it the stables or the house? Ava quickly finished dressing, throwing on her boots without stockings.

      She ran down the stairs, calling out for the male servants to follow her and within minutes, those who could ride were hard on her heels toward Tate’s property, the other men traveling as fast as they could in the carts and buggies.

      The closer they came to the ducal estate, the larger the glow in the night sky became, and peeking at the hill she had ridden over only a week before her worst fears were realized. The stables were on fire and the men were fighting the flames, others trying desperately to axe through the side walls of the wooden structure to free the horses.

      Leaving the horses in a nearby field, they ran toward the fire, her stable manager handing her a Hessian sack to help. The heat of the fire pricked her flesh as they came up close to it, and wetting the bag in a nearby trough, she started to bash it against the multitude of flames that were licking the wood of several buildings.

      Horses were running wild and scared into the night, and all she could hope was that the horses had been spared. The buildings could burn for all she cared, but the life of the horses was paramount.

      More shouts sounded from behind her and turning, she saw the second and larger stable catch alight, a pile of straw inside the double frontage doors smoldering and lighting to full flame. She shut her stinging eyes as the smoke blew in her face and opening them again, she could not quite make out who was the man who notified them as he took off in another direction.

      “The second stable,” she shouted, running toward it. From where she was, Ava could see several horses sticking their heads out over the stall doors inside, looking at the fire, some ran about their stalls, kicking at the walls.

      Without thought she ran inside, opening the stall doors as quickly as she could. She covered her mouth with the hessian bag, stumbling and feeling her way along the stalls until she felt the second stall door. Unlocking that too, the horse bolted and sent her flying backwards.

      “Ava,” she heard Tate’s familiar voice yell, and getting to her knees, she blinked as her eyes stung with the smoke that filled the space.

      “I’m well. There are more horses back here,” she said, getting up and heading toward where she could hear their fear. She would tell the duke after all this, that for a stable to be safe for animals and people, both ends had to have exits. A silly thought at such a time, but nonetheless, she had it. Ava released the last two horses on her side, and raced to the opposite, just as the duke met her at the last stall. He fought with the lock on the door, but it wouldn’t budge. “It won’t open,” he yelled, coughing. “It’s locked.”

      Ava turned about as the flames started to lick the walls of the stall doors opposite them. Looking about she spied an ax on a nearby wall, and running over to it, clasped it. “Here, Tate, use this.”

      He stared at her a moment, as if she’d grown two heads, before a wooden panel behind them came crashing down and brought him to his senses. “Thank you.” He slammed the axe head down once, twice on the door lock and it broke away, allowing them to open the door and free Titan.

      The stallion bolted outside, and as they were about to follow the horse, the front of the stable crashed down, trapping them inside.

      “Tate,” she said, clasping his shirt. “Is there a window or door in this end?” not that she’d seen one, but these were his stables after all, maybe in the smoke and fire she’d not seen any.

      “No,” he said, pulling her into a nearby stall and shutting the door. Not that it would keep the fire out, but it would halt the straw they were standing on from catching alight before it needed to.

      “Stand back, Ava,” he said, swinging the axe high and coming down on the stable wall. The smoke grew ever thick and Ava went to the wall, trying to breathe the air that slid between small cracks in the wooden boards. On the outside, she could hear men hitting the wall in the same location that Tate was smashing through. She tried to concentrate on the small amount of fresh air she was breathing, but the heat of the fire on her back made panic settle in her stomach.

      “Quick, Tate. I cannot breathe.”

      A piece of wood smashed in toward them, then more, and with the intrusion of the men outside breaking through, so too did the fresh air. Unfortunately, with the fresh air, the fire behind them only increased its ire.

      Her legs refused to move. She tried to crawl over to where there was escape, but her body wouldn’t cooperate.

      “Ava,” Tate said nearby, before she was lifted into familiar, comforting arms. She coughed as he stepped through the hole in the wall, half running, and half stumbling them away from the stable before collapsing on the ground with her in his arms.

      She rolled onto the ground, coughing and gasping for breath, and at some point someone passed her a cup of water. Ava turned to see Tate lying beside her, he too was trying to catch his breath. She went over to him and pushed his hair out of his face, waiting for him to meet her eyes.

      “Are you well? Are you hurt at all?”

      He reached up, running a hand across her cheek. The action brought tears to her eyes that he’d nearly been killed. That they both had. “You look like a chimney sweep.”

      She laughed despite herself and despite the situation was not at all funny. “You’re making jokes, Your Grace? At a time like this,” she said, her voice scratchy, her breathing labored, and with a wheeze.

      He threw her a mischievous grin. “I think in times like this, amusement is needed.” He struggled to sit up and she sat beside him. They were silent a moment as the stable burned before them, the first stable that she had fought to save was nothing now but a charred pile of glowing timber.

      The duke’s steward came over to them, kneeling down to their level. “All horses and workers are accounted for, Your Grace. They’re in the holding pen down near the house. We’re giving them some feed to try and calm them down.”

      The duke nodded. “Do any of the men know how the fire started? There was no wind, no reason why the second stable would go up like it did.”

      Ava thought back to hearing shouts behind her when fighting the first fire but the face was as blurry as her sight was right now. “From what I saw, the fire started in the straw that had been piled in the center of the stable after cleaning out the stalls. I heard shouting, as if someone was alerting us to this new threat, but I could not tell you who it was. You don’t think it may have been deliberately started, do you?”

      And if it had been, where was the culprit? Fear shot through her at the thought. With all her stable hands here fighting the duke’s blaze, her own horses were alone at her estate, without protection. She went to stand and Tate’s steward pushed her to sit back down.

      “Your manager and a couple of your stable hands have headed back to your estate, Miss Knight. I’m sure we would’ve heard from them should anything be amiss.”

      Tate sat up beside her and she studied him a moment, glad to see that he seemed to be breathing a little easier.

      “We’ll have to house the horses somewhere until the stables are gutted and rebuilt. They cannot stay in the fields.”

      The steward met her gaze, and without asking, she knew what he was hoping. “Of course your stock is welcome to be housed at my stables, Your Grace. There are more than enough stalls for them,” she offered, never one to turn away and not help those that were in need. Even if it was the duke and they were hardly friends. But the horses needed homes and loving the animals as much as she did, she would not leave them out in the cold, even if it were not so very cold at the moment.

      “Are you sure, Miss Knight. We have over twenty,” the steward said, looking back over to where the horses were standing in the yard and watching the fire burn down what was left of the buildings they’d escaped from.

      Ava sighed, watching the horses. “Of course all of them are welcome.”

      The duke reached out and laid his hand atop hers. Heat, similar to the warmth at her back from the burning stable filled her, and with it a longing for him to touch her like that again. She glanced down at where he’d left his hand and the urge to place hers atop it was almost too much to deny.

      Ava met his gaze.

      “Thank you,” he said, studying her.

      She threw him a small smile and, standing, brushed down her breeches and shirt as best as she could.

      “I don’t think there is much more I can do for you here, and so I’ll head back home and let Mr. Brown know that you’ll be bringing the horses over for stabling tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” the Duke said again, looking up from where he sat on the ground, “Truly Ava, thank you.”

      The steward headed off to oversee elsewhere. Ava turned to take in the devastation of what had happened here tonight. The men still fought to bring the fire to heel, even though it had destroyed all that it had touched. Smoke permeated the air, everyone about them covered in ash and soot, some clothing singed from the flames. “No matter what has passed between us, Your Grace, I will never turn my back on someone who is in need.”

      Ava turned and started back to where she had left her mount, hoping the horse would still be there after all the commotion. As it was, a lot of the horses, those that weren’t watching the goings-on, were running about the yards, tails high in the air and clearly spooked and uneasy.

      The poor souls were lucky to be alive, and if this was a deliberate act of arson, then that would mean everyone in Berkshire were in trouble and would have to be on the lookout.

      She’d worked too hard, lost too much already in her life to have it all burned to a cinder due to a fool’s desire.

      And she would never go down again without a fight.
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      The following day Ava was up early, even with the late night before. A few minutes after breakfast, the horses from the duke’s estate started to arrive along with their grooms and trainers who would stay and help look after all the horses, to feed, and exercise them daily.

      Luckily here at Knight Stables, Ava had her own gallop, and so it was an easy five-minute stroll over to where the horses could go for a run or race.

      She sat on the wooden fence that overlooked the yard that her prized breeding mare, Black Lace, was being lunged within. She was a beautiful horse, with her ebony coat and white socks. She hoped the horse would also make beautiful foals.

      The mare had good bloodlines, but the horse itself had not had good starts in the few races she had been tried in, and so she was going to breed a foal from her that possibly would. The sire and dam of Black Lace had mixed careers before she retired them both and placed them into her stud program. They had managed one first, but mostly seconds and thirds during their race meets, not great, but also not too terrible either. Such history didn’t always mean that the foals of their union would suffer the same fate. If she wanted Knight Stables to survive, she would have to experiment, try expanding and testing breeding theories.

      A letter with her father’s last wishes had been for her to keep the stables going, to push forward with their plans to make it one of the most prestigious and admired stables in the land. Such a promise had not always been easy to keep, and there were times she was excluded from racing invitations, or her horses were ignored as breeding opportunities simply because she was a woman, but it would not stop her. If anything it had made her more determined to succeed and now nothing would stand in her way of making Knight Stables a household name. As well-known as Tattersalls even, at least in regards to its prized horse stock.

      She’d wanted to make a life with Tate all those years ago, leave this life behind, but it was not to quit the racing world in its entirety. Tate and she had simply wanted to make their own stables, become trusted and sought after in their own right. Her father’s death had offered her the chance to take over his role, as a woman and an unmarried one at that. She would not let Society’s opinions or protocol for a woman to stand in her way and she would not marry simply to make her role here more acceptable, more respectable to the male-dominated world she lived in.

      Ava glanced over toward the stables and was glad to see the grooms and stable hands seemed to be greeting each other affably, but even from here she could tell they were tired and in
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