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Chapter One

 


The stallion under Morgan Tenbey snorted.
The horse’s ears pricked up, and it raised its head, mouth working
the bit. Morgan sighed as he tightened his knees against the bay’s
ribs. Not again.

A flock of quail lifted into the sky, making
a ruckus as they fled. The horse skittered and shied. Morgan kept
his seat with ease. It was the twelfth time since leaving London
that the animal had made a fuss over nothing.

“Calm down,” he murmured, petting the
horse’s neck. “It’s just birds. I promise if we find any
horse-eating monsters, I’ll protect you.” The stallion turned his
head to eye Morgan as if judging the veracity of the statement. “On
you go,” he said, putting a heel to the animal’s side. With a
snort, the bay set off at an easy trot down the dirt road.

The countryside of the Cotswold hills rolled
away in every direction, achingly familiar to Morgan from a youth
spent roaming their green fields and fishing in the streams.
Sunlight drenched the early summer landscape in a way it never
managed in London, and the occasional breeze carried the scents of
growing things and ripening foliage with it. Much better than air
off the Thames.

Self-reproach slithered down his spine.
Morgan should be in the city with his friends, even if most of them
had drifted off to marry or inherit. Sometimes both. Morgan missed
the late nights in gambling hells where they’d all be sitting
together, laughing and singing, and the days spent at Tattersalls
or the racetrack. There’d be no more of that. Morgan’s father,
Viscount Ramsbury, had called him to heel.

At least, as a third son, Morgan didn’t have
to worry about inheriting much of anything. It gave him peace of
mind. Marriage was also not a concern. However, the knowledge that
his father was cutting his allowance and sending him to take up the
mantle of vicar was a different story.

The bay topped a hill, his nostrils
flaring.

Morgan laughed. “Yes, we’re nearly there.
Can you smell the oats?” The stallion danced sideways. He gave the
horse its head, laughing louder as it took off at a full gallop.
The wind rushed in his ears as he leaned down beside the horse’s
neck, urging him on past the stands of trees crowding the road.

They rounded a bend and Morgan’s childhood
home came into view. The rich, yellow stone of the manor house rose
three stories, windows open and curtains fluttering. The grounds
bustled, gardeners tending his mother’s prized roses, maids beating
rugs, and the general cacophony from the stable yard.

A sense of peace settled over Morgan at the
familiarity of every detail.

He pulled the stallion to a halt in front of
the stables. Despite the run, the horse wasn’t lathered and barely
even needed to catch his breath. A quick rub down, a little time to
cool, and the horse could be settled in a stall with feed and
water.

From the stable entrance, a groom with
auburn hair under a plain cap and a shirt that clung to his wide
shoulders trotted out to take the stallion’s reins. Morgan tossed
himself off the horse’s back before he stared too long at the
muscled forearms of the groom. He’d told himself to leave his
libido back in London, but per usual, it hadn’t listened.

Yanking his waistcoat down, while remaining
mindful of the horn buttons, Morgan took a step to the horse’s
head.

“Aye, you’re a big braw lad, aren’t you?”
the groom rumbled in a low voice with a thick Scottish accent. It
made Morgan’s belly clench with something best left unnamed. The
man’s tongue was doing things to words that should be illegal.

“He spooks easily,” Morgan said. The groom,
scratching the horse’s nose, turned to Morgan. Blast, the fellow
had blue eyes as fathomless as the ocean. That sea-colored gaze ran
up and down Morgan, then seemed to dismiss him.

“I’m good with the high-strung ones,” the
groom said. “What’s this fellow’s name?”

Morgan frowned. “No idea. I acquired him in
a game of chance. I thought he’d be good as a foundational sire.”
Not that Morgan had the first clue where and when he’d have his own
stables. Annoyed, he slapped his crop against his thigh.

The groom seemed unconcerned. The horse
bumped his nose against the man’s chest and nickered. “Handsome,
aren’t you? I think that’ll be a fine name for such a beauty as you
are.” Strong hands caressed the horse’s head.

Morgan hoped what he felt wasn’t jealousy.
“Very good.” His voice sounded rough, and he coughed to clear his
throat. “See that Handsome is well taken care of, Mr.—” He
paused.

The man tugged at the brim of his cap.
“Davie Shaw, at your service. Call me Davie.”

“Right then, Davie. I am Mr. Tenbey, Lord
Ramsbury’s son. Ask after me if you have any problems with my
horse.”

“Of course, sir.” The groom made a bit of a
bow before leading the stallion into the stables. Morgan stayed
where he was, fussing with his hat to make sure it was sitting
right before going to greet his family. He absolutely was not
watching Davie and his wide shoulders and narrow waist walk away.
If only the man’s trousers were a little tighter.

Morgan turned on the heel of his
well-polished boot and marched for the front door. Fine vicar he’d
make when he couldn’t control his thoughts for two minutes around a
handsome face.

The door opened before he reached for the
knocker.

The butler took Morgan’s hat and gloves.
“Welcome, Mr. Tenbey. Your father wishes to speak with you before
you join your family.”

“Ah, yes.” Morgan felt seven years old again
and caught stealing tarts. He slid by the butler, then took the
stairs up to the next floor. The house’s scent of country air,
lemon polish, and clean linen was just as he remembered. He hadn’t
been here for a visit in over a year, but Ramsbury Manor never
changed.

He rapped smartly on the study door, and his
father called out, “Enter!”

Morgan smoothed his lapels down, wishing
he’d changed first. Not only because of the dust from the road and
all the horsehair, but because the riding outfit was new and very
fashionable. The bottle-green jacket and brown breeches looked well
with his dark hair and eyes, and the waistcoat was embroidered with
gold thread. His father would hate it.

He walked into the room and closed the door
behind him.

“Morgan! Son!” Lord Ramsbury boomed, rising
from his chair to round the desk and hug him.

It was unprecedented, and Morgan stiffened a
moment before relaxing and hugging his father back. He felt thin
for being such an imposing tower of a man. Morgan, unlike his
brothers, took after his mother’s small frame. They all had Lord
Ramsbury’s black hair, only now his father’s had gone completely
grey. When had the man gotten old?

Clapping his shoulders, his father finally
let him go. “I’m glad you’re here. And you can quit looking like
that. I’m not dead yet.” He sat back down in his chair. “But I am
aware I’m no longer young. I’ve spent the last six months
cataloging every last acre and penny of my holdings, seeing what
needs to be done, and shoring up family finances for when Robert
inherits.”

Morgan sat in one of the tall chairs facing
the desk. “And part of ‘shoring up finances’ means cutting off my
allowance?”

His father rubbed his temples. “Your mother
and I never thought you would go on this long sowing your wild
oats. You have the means to make a living. While the Tenbeys are
hardly destitute, our coffers aren’t bottomless. Your sister needs
a dowry. A windstorm this spring means that half our tenants need
new roofs, and I need to set aside portions for Robert’s two sons
and daughter.”

“What does Robert think of this?” Morgan was
stalling. He couldn’t argue for even a portion of his allowance
back without sounding like a selfish twit. He shoved a hand in his
coat pocket, crinkling the pages of correspondence there. A lost
allowance didn’t amount to much when his friends were writing him
for advice on far greater issues. At least his family tolerated
him.

His father crossed his arms and sat back. “I
haven’t told him all of it. His wife’s not well, and he’s in Bath
with her and the children.”

“He didn’t write to tell me.” Morgan’s
stomach flipped. Robert and he had never been the best of friends
as adults, but the three of them—him, Robert, and Noah—had been
close as children.

“I’m telling you now,” his father said, a
line between his brows as if Robert’s lack of communication also
concerned him.

“Thank you.” Morgan mentally added writing
his brother to his list of correspondence. “Where are you sending
me off to?”

“Don’t act like you’re being sent to the
gallows. It’s a town in Yorkshire.”

Morgan bit down a gasp. Yorkshire? He might
as well have been banished to the moon. “Yes?” he managed.

“Small parish, rural. You’ll need horses to
get about, so the vicarage comes with exemplary stables. Not much
stock now, but I’ll gift you five mares from the fields here.”

This time Morgan did make a noise. He’d been
begging for Ramsbury mares for ages. “Thank you. I don’t have to go
just yet, do I?” The face of a certain groom flashed in his
thoughts before Morgan could stop himself.

His father smiled. “You only just arrived,
lad. Your mother would have me sleeping with the hounds if I sent
her youngest son packing too quickly. Two weeks here should
suffice. Now go change.” He waved a hand at the door. “Put on
something sensible. You look like an overgrown pigeon in that
get-up.”

Morgan rose, not caring a whit about the
very expected comments on his attire. His father wouldn’t know fine
fashion if it bit him in the
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