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Synopsis

When it comes to family secrets, Southern gentry
would rather let sleeping dogs lie.

Abigail Wetherington believes the evil that stalks
her family in the streets of London is a sleeping dog come back to
bite them. So with her last breath, she implores her beautiful
granddaughter, Lillie, to flee to the family’s polo estate in South
Carolina and seek the protection of someone Abigail has come to
trust—Swain Butler. What Lillie doesn’t know is that she is putting
herself in the hands of a woman who may be the biggest family
secret of them all.

“Be careful,” Abigail cautions Lillie. If sleeping
dogs must be roused, then call them forth softly.
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Chapter One

Less than a minute was left in the final chukker,
and the score was tied.

The knot of riders and horses jostled around the
small white ball of hard plastic, mallets outstretched among the
dancing hooves. Some were reaching, while others attempted to hook
and restrain the reachers.

With a resounding whack, the ball broke free of the
group. It spun downfield toward a blue-shirted rider, who reined
his gray steed in position to hit the winning goal.

Suddenly, a green-shirted rider on a dark bay was at
his flank, pressing against the gray as they galloped and bumping
him off the line of play. The blue rider leaned right, encouraging
his gray to push back. But the bay was already a full stride
ahead.

In a smooth backhanded stroke, the green rider
reversed the course of the ball. The stroke had been soft, giving
the bay time to whirl around and pursue. Swinging the mallet this
time in a high arc, the green rider smacked the ball hard. Pursuit
by the blue riders was useless. Traveling well over one hundred
miles per hour, the ball neatly cleaved the space between the
goalposts, and the four green-shirted Wetherington Raiders raised
their mallets and voices in victory. They galloped from all parts
of the field to cluster around and affectionately tap the helmet of
their captain and star player.

Swain Butler grinned at her teammates as she
unsnapped her chin strap and pulled her helmet off. She wiped off
the sweat trickling into her eyes before slapping their high fives
with her gloved hand, then cantering out of the group toward the
captain of the blue team.

“Good match, Hoyt. You guys nearly
had us,” Swain said, extending her hand.

Hoyt Whitney, sitting astride his winded gray
gelding, accepted her firm handshake. He smiled and shook his head.
“You just let us get close so we’d get overconfident. I should have
looked over my shoulder and seen you coming.”

They walked their horses side by side toward where
their trailers were parked.

“It wouldn’t have helped.” Swain
patted the neck of her gelding. “Your gray’s good, but Nor’easter
here is fast. Did you know his great-granddaddy is Summer
Squall?”

“No kidding? No wonder you were on
me before I knew it. Abigail must have paid a pretty penny for that
piece of horseflesh.”

Swain sometimes wondered why her employer kept an
active stable since no Wetheringtons were still playing polo. But
she paid Swain well to procure, train, ride, and sometimes sell
“made” ponies—ones completely broken into the game—under the family
colors.

“I picked him up green as a
two-year-old. He didn’t work out well at the track, so they dumped
him right after the trials.”

“So why isn’t my trainer at the
track picking up bargains like this horse?”

Swain smiled and shrugged. “I was just lucky, I
guess. Right place at the right time.”

Hoyt ran his eyes over the bay. “You seem to get
lucky a lot. Think Abigail would sell him?”

“Everything has a price, Hoyt. But
he won’t be cheap. I’ve put a lot of training into him. He still
needs another season.”

“He looked pretty good out there
today.” He turned his gray toward the Whitney trailers. “When you
talk to her, tell her I want to make an offer once she’s ready to
sell. And tell her to hurry back. We need her here to keep
Hitchcock from rewriting the league rules so he can fill his team
with ringers.”

Her employer’s recent silence and her absence during
the fall polo season worried Swain. Abigail had traveled to London
months ago to bury her son and hadn’t returned. At first, she’d
called every week to talk with Swain about the ponies and what was
going on around town. But her phone calls had become less frequent
in recent months and completely stopped three weeks ago. The
Wetherington estate without its feisty matriarch was like a
three-legged dog. It still ran well enough, but obviously something
was missing.

Where was Abigail? When the hell was she coming
home?

 


*

 


Lillie Wetherington held her dying grandmother’s
limp hand gently. The skin felt dry and fragile, like thin
parchment. She fought back tears and admonished herself to be
brave, but her despair was too deep.

As if sensing Lillie’s desolation, Abigail
Wetherington opened her eyes briefly. They were clouded with pain
and her voice was a feathery whisper. Lillie bent close to hear her
words.

“I can feel you
trembling.”

“I’m just worried about
you.”

“My beautiful Lillie. So
sorry.”

A sudden fit of coughing stole her next words, and
Lillie grabbed the oxygen mask that Abigail had laid aside earlier
and held it to her grandmother’s face.

When her coughing finally quieted, Abigail pulled
the mask away.

“Too many bad things…happening
here. You must go.”

Lillie had lived an orphan’s dream, adopted by
wealthy, loving parents when she was five years old and growing up
in London. But that dream had become a nightmare.

The members of her adopted family had met their
deaths one by one. Three were gone already, and her grandmother was
dying before her now. Individually, each one seemed to be a tragic
accident. Together, they painted a terrifying picture.

Someone had a lethal grudge against anyone bearing
the Wetherington name. And she was surely next. He had already
tried. He would try again.

“Go to South Carolina. You’ll be
safe…and I need…need you to make things right…” Abigail waved her
hand in the direction of her bureau. “I’ve left letters…in the top
drawer.”

Lillie went to the bureau and found two sealed
envelopes, on which she recognized Abigail’s flowing cursive. Her
name was written on one. The other was labeled “Swain Butler.”

Abigail took a shallow breath. “Promise…to go,” she
whispered.

Lillie returned to her grandmother’s side and sat on
the edge of the bed. She covered Abigail’s cold hand with hers to
warm it. “I’ll do whatever you want, Grandmum. You must rest
now.”

“Trust…Swain.”

“Your farm manager?”

Abigail closed her eyes, her words barely more than
a sigh. “More than that.”


Chapter Two

Swain turned her pony toward the three long
Wetherington trailers where her assistant trainer and head groom
were preparing to load horses for the trip home. She dismounted and
handed the bay off to her assistant, who had already handed his
pony off to the groom. He offered her a bottle of water.

“Thanks, Rob,” she said, draining
it. “Would you ask John to rub him down good tonight? That last
turn was pretty abrupt. He may have strained something.” She
grimaced and rubbed her lower back. “I know I’ll be sore
tomorrow.”

Rob nodded, his gaze flicking over Swain’s shoulder
at the person standing behind her. She raised her eyebrows at him
when unseen hands joined her in the massage of her back, but he
just smiled and shook his head. “Sure, boss. I’ll take care of it.”
He chuckled as he led Nor’easter toward the wash area to clean off
the salty sweat lathering his coat.

“I can help you with that sore
back.” The voice purred low and husky.

“Seems to me that last time you
‘helped’ I had a sore back for a week,” Swain purred
back.

“I don’t remember you
complaining.” The hands moved lower to caress Swain’s muscled butt.
“But I’m willing to give it another try. Practice makes
perfect.”

Swain turned to face Susan Whitney. She and Hoyt
were the children of Bonner Whitney, Abigail’s close friend and
attorney. Twenty-four years old, Susan had been engaged to Jason
Hitchcock for two years, but neither was in a hurry to marry. Jason
was still making up his mind between teenaged boys and women. Susan
just liked sex, with anybody. They would wed eventually to satisfy
their families, but they weren’t yet ready to accept the social
obligations expected of a married couple.

“Not here, Susan.” They were
standing between horse trailers, but that didn’t mean someone
wasn’t watching. Swain squeezed Susan’s hand. “I have to take care
of the ponies right now, but call me later. You can bring some
dinner over, and we’ll…practice.”

Having dismissed Susan, Swain opened the door to the
trailer’s small living compartment. A late-summer thunderstorm was
threatening, and the breeze that had begun to ruffle the broad
leaves of the surrounding magnolias had dried her short, dark hair.
But the oppressive humidity had kept her polo jersey damp, smelling
of sweat and clinging to her body. She wanted to wash and pull on
something dry.

The half bath was so small, she grabbed a washcloth
and stood before the kitchen sink to strip off her jersey and
sports bra. She was bent over the sink, her face coated with soap,
when the door opened.

“Dressing,” she yelled, expecting
that John or Rob forgot to knock.

“More like undressing,” Susan
said. Swain heard her close the door and engage the
lock.

“Susan…” Swain rinsed the soap
from her face, then ran the washcloth under her arms and over her
torso before turning to her uninvited visitor.

“You’re a goddess, you know that?”
Susan took the washcloth from her and began to smooth it along the
thick muscles of Swain’s shoulders and across her bare chest.
“You’re like a female warrior—an Amazon washing off the blood and
gore of her battle.” Swain’s nipples hardened and her blood
throbbed between her legs. Susan tossed the cloth into the sink and
began working the buckle loose on Swain’s belt. “But soap and water
won’t wash away your battle lust, will it?”

It was true. The adrenaline rush of her duel and
victory on the field still coursed through her. “Susan—”

“We’ll be quick, just to take your
edge off. Later, at your place, we’ll take our time.” Susan’s hand
slipped along Swain’s belly and into her pants. Swain sucked in a
breath when the long fingers slid against her sensitive clit. “See
how wet you are?” Susan grabbed Swain’s hand and pulled it under
her skirt until Swain’s palm was against the damp crotch of her
panties. “See how ready I am for you?”

Swain growled and dropped to her knees. She yanked
Susan’s skirt up and her panties to the floor to plunge her mouth
into the dripping curls. She licked and sucked the thick clitoris,
then raked her teeth against the swollen tissue.

“Oh, oh. I’m about to come.” Susan
was panting.

“Not yet,” Swain growled. The
heady scent of Susan’s juices mingled with the musky aroma of sweat
and horses. She still wore her knee-high boots and leather knee
pads, but she pushed her white riding breeches down as far as she
could. She lowered Susan onto one of the bunks and climbed between
her legs.

Susan whimpered, bucking her hips against Swain’s
bare torso.

Swain grabbed Susan’s knees and forced them up
against her chest, then rubbed her clit, hot and wet, against
Susan’s sex.

“Yes.” Susan opened her folds and
bared herself to Swain’s thrusts.

Swain was ready.

She hadn’t realized it before, but her desire had
been building since Nor’easter answered her call for speed. Her
blood rose as her backhand swing connected, swelled as she wielded
her mallet again to hurl the ball cleanly through the goalposts,
and sang through her veins as another opponent fell.

She was more than ready. Her hunger burned hotter
with each thrust, then flashed through her like a firestorm.

But her release wasn’t enough to sate the hunger of
competition, the need to conquer again. She lifted her hips to
slide her hand between them and plunge her fingers into Susan’s
body.

“Oh, yes. Fuck me hard. Fuck me
everywhere.” Susan moaned, draping her legs over Swain’s broad
shoulders.

Swain pulled her slick fingers out and rubbed them
lower against the puckered muscle before plunging one finger deep
inside. Susan moaned again at the intrusion. Swain slid her thumb
where her fingers had just been and stroked hard and fast.

Voices sounded just outside the trailer. “Quiet,”
Swain commanded.

Susan whimpered, but grabbed the first thing she put
her hand on—Swain’s sweaty jersey—and covered her mouth. It muffled
her scream when Swain, still thrusting, took her into her mouth and
over the edge with a few broad strokes of her tongue.

 


*

 


Lillie hated flying out of Heathrow in the summer.
The airport was teeming with international visitors, vacationing
tourists, and students on school-sponsored trips. She huffed as she
stood in line at the security checkpoint behind a large group of
clowning students.

Bloody Americans.

Truthfully, she welcomed her irritation with the
students crowding the airport security gate. At least she could
still feel something other than the emptiness, the loneliness of
being orphaned again. Something other than the constant fear that
she would turn a corner and encounter whoever, whatever was
stalking her family.

A chill ran through her. She could feel eyes on her
now, had felt them since she entered the airport. She berated
herself for being paranoid, but she couldn’t help it after all that
had happened.

Six years ago, Jim Wetherington, the grandfather
Lillie never met, died when his small plane suffered a mechanical
failure and crashed.

Lillie’s father, Eric, would never speak of the rift
that had estranged him from his family in the United States
twenty-six years before. But after learning of his father’s death,
he began to mend his relationship with his mother.

When Abigail finally came to visit, she and Lillie
formed an instant bond. Already a young woman, Lillie was either
dashing to university classes or keeping appointments vital to her
fledgling career as a photographer, but she always made time for
Grandmum’s visits.

Their small family had a happy few years of
reconciliation and renewal. Eric, at last, was planning for all of
them to visit the South Carolina estate where he grew up. Then
tragedy, almost a year ago, struck again.

Lillie’s mother, Camille, died when her car plunged
down an embankment and wrapped around a tree. The car was so
mangled, it was impossible to determine what might have caused her
to swerve off the roadway.

Three months later, Lillie’s grieving father, Eric,
drowned in the icy river near their home. The inquest recorded an
open verdict, and Abigail came to London to help Lillie survive her
grief.

Still, the surreal nightmare continued.

In a familiar neighborhood where she and her friends
frequented cheery pubs, Lillie narrowly escaped a terrifying
assault by a hooded assailant in a dark alley. Even more
disturbing, the attack apparently wasn’t random. The man had known
Lillie’s name and, when her friend interrupted his ambush, he
escaped into the night.

The city that had always been her home seemed to be
conspiring to purge itself of Wetheringtons. Abigail had begged
Lillie to return with her to South Carolina and, for the first
time, she was ready to consider it.

Then the curse struck once again.

While Abigail was walking down a London sidewalk
crowded with a tourist group, someone had tripped her into the path
of a car. At first, she seemed to be recovering from her injuries,
but her age worked against her. She succumbed to pneumonia and,
though Lillie bore the name, the last of the Wetherington bloodline
was gone.

At least that’s what she’d thought before she read
Grandmum’s letter.


Chapter Three

Crack. The colt swerved as the mallet
connected with the polo ball and crow-hopped several steps. It
would have thrown most riders, but Swain anticipated the move and
easily kept her seat. She laughed aloud, delighting in the
challenge, and turned her steed to gallop toward the next of the
balls she had scattered midfield.

Fifteen minutes later, both she and her horse were
sweaty and breathing hard. But the colt no longer skittered
sideways at the sound and movement of the mallet near his feet.

“You’re a madwoman on
horseback.”

Swain grinned at the man who pulled his
golf-cart-sized Gator alongside her as she walked the long-legged
Thoroughbred around the perimeter of the field to cool him
down.

“Hey, Tim. Just starting to break
this guy into the game.” She tossed her polo mallet toward the
utility vehicle and he caught it neatly in one hand, stowing it
beside him without taking his other hand from the steering wheel.
She swung her leg over the colt’s rump and jumped to the ground.
“You mind walking a bit?”

“Naw. It’ll help stretch my back
muscles.” Tim abandoned his vehicle and fell into step beside her
as she continued leading the lathered colt around the field. A
squat, bear-like man, he had the thick torso, massive arms, and
perpetually sore back typical of his blacksmith
profession.

A huge wire-haired brown dog loped out from the barn
and joined them.

“Hey, Beau. Ya been molesting any
poodles lately?”

He greeted Tim with a low woof.

Swain snorted. “Mrs. Hitchcock’s poodle is a slut.
So, what brings you to speak to the lord of the mansion?”

Tim roared with laughter. He did everything big and
loud. “Lord of the mansion? You ain’t even lady of the mansion, my
friend.”

Swain laughed with him at their old joke. “So you
came to see to the stable hand, huh?”

“I came to see the best trainer in
this state. I was working at the track today and saw a filly you’ll
want to take a look at.”

“I’ve pretty much got a full
string of made ponies, and several others well along in training
already,” Swain said.

“I’m tellin’ ya that you don’t
want to miss this one. She’s another Nor’easter, and I saw Whitney
drooling over him Sunday.”

“Yeah, he wants to make an offer
now, but I may make him wait another season.”

“That horse don’t need another
season and you know it.”

“Hoyt’s going to know that, too,
after you let it drop in front of his trainer that I’m just holding
on to him so the Wetherington team can bring home the twelve-goal
tournament trophy next month.”

The colt jumped at Tim’s loud guffaw. “Old Hoyt will
be cleaning out his safety-deposit box to get you to sell before
then.”

“Exactly. There’ll be something in
it for you, if he does.”

The equine world had a well-defined social pecking
order. The wealthy owners were at the top. Just below them were the
trainers, who influenced how the owners spent their money. At the
bottom was the local, common-bred underbelly of the horse
business—grooms, farriers, stable hands, feed-store clerks, and the
guys who sold and serviced the farm’s equipment.

Swain treated them all the same. She always shared
the spoils when a helping hand sweetened a deal or a good tip paid
off, and that had earned her the underbelly’s respect and loyalty.
That’s why Tim was there to tell her, not Hoyt’s trainer, about the
filly. That’s why they didn’t bat an eye at her taste for women
rather than men.

They had completed their circuit around the field,
and Swain stopped in the outdoor wash area. She pulled her pony’s
bridle off and replaced it with a halter and lead line.

“I’m headed to Hitchcock’s place
next week to shoe a few ponies,” Tim said. “I reckon I can add some
fuel to his fire.” Tim pulled a foil pouch from his back pocket and
opened it to select a plug of chewing tobacco and tuck it neatly in
his cheek.

When Swain unbuckled and pulled the horse’s saddle
from his back, her assistant trainer, Rob, appeared and took it
from her. Beau licked at the salty sweat caked on the leather, but
Rob pushed his head away.

Rob nodded to Tim, but addressed Swain. “How’s he
coming?”

“Good. I’ll need you next week to
start working with us on ride-offs.”

“That soon, huh? Ya got a full
string. What’s the hurry?”

“I’ve got a buyer for
Nor’easter.”

“Damn, Swain. We’re a shoo-in for
the twelve-goaler if you’re still riding him.”

Tim laughed and slapped Rob on the back. “This is
about making money, boy, not winning trophies.”

“So, back to this filly you were
telling me about…” Beau’s low woof and his sweeping tail stopped
Swain mid-sentence.

A stranger was standing on the rear terrace of
Abigail’s sprawling home, her hand raised in a tentative wave.
“Hel-lo there,” Swain said under her breath. The woman’s height
appeared a near match to Swain’s five foot eight, and a thick mane
of blond curls cascaded across her slender shoulders.

Tim and Rob turned to see what had caught Swain’s
eye.

“Hoo-rah. Who’s the skirt?” Tim
muttered.

“No shit,” Rob chimed
in.

“Mind your manners, boys. Probably
someone looking for Abigail,” Swain said, her eyes never leaving
the beautiful woman. She handed off the colt to Rob and gave Tim a
dismissive pat on his shoulder. “Tell Rob when and where, and I’ll
take a look at the filly.” She pointed to Beau, and Tim grabbed his
collar to hold him back as Swain headed for the visitor.

 


*

 


Cornflower blue was the only thought in
Lillie’s head when the woman approached and smiled. Her eyes shone
like sapphires contrasted against thick black lashes and tanned
skin. Her jeans were tucked into knee-length boots, and the short
sleeves of her faded polo jersey exposed tanned, muscled arms. The
vision was speaking to her.

“I’m sorry?”

“Can I help you with something?”
the woman repeated.

“Oh. Yes! I…I just arrived and I
was looking for who might be in charge around here.”

“That would be me, I guess. Mrs.
Wetherington is out of the country.”

“I know, yes, I…I know that.”
Lillie briefly pressed her fingers against the pain that had begun
throbbing in her left temple. “I apologize. I’ve had a very long
trip, and I don’t seem to be organizing my thoughts very well right
now. I’m looking for Ms. Butler.”

The woman pulled off her leather riding glove to
offer her bare hand. “Swain Butler.”

Lillie blinked at the hand. She expected someone
hardened from work and weathered by the sun. She didn’t envision
the strong, handsome young woman who stood before her.

“I’m Swain Butler,” the woman
repeated. Her eyes twinkled as she continued to hold out her hand.
“At your service, Miss…”

“Wetherington. Lillie
Wetherington,” she answered, hastily clasping Swain’s hand. It was
callused and firm, but carefully gentle as it closed around her
fingers.

A flurry of emotion rolled through the blue eyes
like fast-moving clouds—surprise, curiosity—before they quickly
cleared.

“I’m so sorry. The way Grandmum
spoke about you, trusted you with her business dealings, I expected
someone older.”

“No harm done.”

Swain was solidly built with wide, muscled shoulders
that tapered down to narrow hips and well-developed thighs. Her
dark hair was cut short in an attractive but androgynous style.
From behind, it would be easy to mistake her for an athletic young
man. But when she turned around, the gentle swell of small breasts,
the soft angles of her face, and her eyes were much too sensuous to
be anything but female. The way those eyes traveled over her now
felt like soft, curious touches. The voice was deep and smoky. “So
you’re Lillie.”

“Yes. You know who I am?” What had
Grandmum told Swain about her?

“Yes. Abigail spoke—bragged—about
you often.”

Lillie felt herself flush, and she glanced down at
her feet to hide her embarrassment.

“I was very sorry to hear about
the loss of your parents,” Swain said gently.

“Thank you.” Lillie had just met
this woman, but the concern radiating from her was
comforting.

Swain looked hopefully toward the house. “Abigail is
finally home? She should have called. I would’ve met y’all in
Columbia.”

During the long flight over the Atlantic, Lillie had
rehearsed what she would say. It seemed hardly appropriate, though,
to just blurt out the news of Abigail’s death while standing on the
terrace. It didn’t feel like the right time, so she skirted the
issue.

“Not exactly, no. She won’t arrive
for another two days.” She held up the keys. “I let myself in the
house. I just wanted someone to know I wasn’t a burglar bumbling
about.”

Lillie had felt like she was trespassing. Although
Abigail hadn’t been there for many months, the house didn’t look or
smell like it had been closed up. She called out and searched
about, but it soon became apparent she was alone in the expansive
residence. So she’d found her way out to the wide terrace that
overlooked the stables.

“Do you stay there?” she asked
tentatively. “I didn’t want to go poking about in someone else’s
rooms.”

“No. The upper floor of the barn
is an apartment. That’s where I live.” Swain gestured toward the
house. “I’d be happy to show you around and help you get your
luggage up to one of the guest rooms.”

“Thank you. The driver left my
bags in the foyer. I’m sure you have other work to do, but I’d be
grateful for the assistance.” Lillie was relieved to have an
escort. The residence was five times the size of her London flat
and a bit daunting.

Swain led her back through a sunroom that opened
into a state-of-the-art kitchen.

“The refrigerator is empty except
for a few sodas and bottles of water. There’s still a supply of
soups and other canned goods in the pantry, though. Abigail
probably told you that when she left for Europe, her housekeeper
decided it was a good time to retire. A janitorial service opens
the house one day a week and cleans. But nobody’s been living
here.” She pointed toward one side of the kitchen. “Through those
doors are the pantry and laundry room. The door over that leads to
a housekeeper’s suite.” She looked at Lillie. “I’ve never been to
London. That’s where you live, right?”

Lillie nodded.

“Well, I don’t know how different
your appliances may be, but if you need help figuring out how to
use something before Abigail arrives, just ask. Number one on the
house phones speed-dials my cell phone. Number two dials the barn
office.”

As they walked through the downstairs, Swain pointed
out the formal living room and Abigail’s study, which adjoined a
cavernous library. They circled back around to the foyer and Swain
picked up the two largest of Lillie’s bags as though they were
weightless. Lillie grabbed two smaller ones and followed her up the
curved mahogany staircase. Swain set the bags down at the top of
the stairs and indicated for Lillie to do the same with the ones
she carried.

“The master suite where Abigail
stays is to the right.” She led Lillie down a long hallway to the
left, opening doors to reveal various bedrooms, most with private
baths. “These are all guest rooms. Take your pick.”

Two bedrooms on the front side of the house featured
rich, masculine colors. The two bedrooms that overlooked the back
lawn and terrace felt more feminine. The last door Swain opened was
on the right, closest to the stairway. “This is the one you may
like best,” she suggested.

The room was a calming combination of cool blue and
green pastels that accented the dominant crème décor. Swain opened
a set of double French doors that led onto a balcony overlooking
the terrace. Another door led to an extravagant bathroom.

Lillie nodded her agreement. “Yes. I should be more
than comfortable here.”

“It’s also close to Abigail’s
rooms.” Swain ducked into the hallway to retrieve the luggage.
“Would you like to walk down to the stables? Or would you rather
settle in here first?”

Lillie rubbed her temple again. “I would like to sit
down for a moment.” She walked over to the small sitting area in
the corner of the room and sank into an overstuffed chair. She
gestured toward a divan, indicating that Swain should sit, too. “We
need to talk.”


Chapter Four

Swain hesitated, then walked slowly over and sat.
Lillie stared down at her hands, her blond mane falling forward
around her face. Her long, slender fingers gathered the errant
curls and draped them behind her shoulders again. It was a very
feminine gesture that Swain found unexpectedly appealing.

When Lillie looked up, her brown eyes were dark and
her expression troubled. Swain waited patiently while she
nervously smoothed her linen trousers with her hands and crossed,
then uncrossed her legs and cleared her throat.

“I’m afraid I have some bad
news.”

After another handful of seconds ticked by, Swain
raised a questioning eyebrow.

“Yes, well. I’ve rehearsed what to
say, but it all seems so inadequate now. I guess there’s nothing to
do but blurt it out.” She took a deep breath. “I’m terribly sorry
to have to be the bearer of this news. However, no one but me is
left to tell it. Grandmum succumbed to a very bad case of
pneumonia. The doctors did everything they could, but…she has
passed away.”

Swain’s breath left her lungs. Her heart stilled for
a beat, two beats, three before it fluttered back to life. No. She
must have heard wrong. “You said she’d be here in two days.”

“She wanted to be buried here in
South Carolina. It took me nearly a week to make the arrangements,
but her body is being shipped here.”

No. It couldn’t be true. She sat perfectly still, as
if not breathing, not moving would make the words go away. She
stared at Lillie in disbelief.

“She died a week ago and nobody
thought to tell me until now?” Her voice was even, but her tone
bitter and accusing. She felt betrayed, cast aside. Lillie couldn’t
know what Abigail meant to her, but Bonner sure did. He should have
at least shown her the courtesy of a phone call.

The day Abigail hired her had changed Swain’s
life.

She had been working that year as an assistant
trainer and rider for a polo team in Wellington, Florida. The team
had traveled to Aiken for a twelve-goal tournament that they won
handily. Swain was unsaddling the pony she rode in the last chukker
when Abigail appeared and invited her to dinner. She wanted to
discuss a job opening.

Abigail was direct, intelligent, and engaging. They
talked about horses and the tradition of polo long into the night,
and before they parted, Abigail offered her a staggeringly generous
long-term contract to be her head trainer at the Wetherington
stables and captain of the Raiders.

The offer stunned her, but only a fool would have
turned it down. She could stop bouncing from team to team, working
under seasonal contracts. She could train and ride horses the way
she felt was best. She signed the contract that very night and
never regretted it.

Abigail had loved to watch her work the ponies. She
was remarkably hale for her seventy-two years and would sometimes
saddle a pony and accompany Swain on long rides to build the
horses’ stamina. They often dined together, talking for hours about
everything from sports to philosophy, film to politics, and
evolution to reincarnation. She made Swain feel, for the first time
in her life, like she had a home. Abigail and the guys who worked
under Swain became like family. The only family she’d ever had.

“I’m so very sorry,” Lillie said.
“I know it seems horrible to have kept it from you, but Grandmum
wanted me to tell you in person. She didn’t want you to hear it
from anyone else, or learn about it in an e-mail or phone
call.”

Confused now, Swain teetered between anger and
despair. “We were friends. Close friends.”

Lillie’s eyes were sad. She looked tired, very
tired. “I miss her terribly,” she confessed. They sat in a
companionable silence for a moment, sharing their grief, before
Lillie spoke again. “She said I could trust you…to help me settle
her estate.”

Swain frowned. She hadn’t had time to digest the
fact that she would never see Abigail again. This conversation was
moving too fast. “I’m not sure I understand.”

Lillie stood and walked over to retrieve an envelope
from her purse. She held it out to Swain.

Swain rose and took the letter, turning it over
several times and studying her name written on the front.

“Although I imagine it will
require several weeks to sort things out, I’ll be leaving as soon
as her will is read,” Lillie said. “I expect that letter contains
some instructions for you concerning the horses.”

“Surely you’re not talking about
selling the Wetherington stables?”

“Quite honestly, I doubt that will
be up to me. I don’t know what is written in Grandmum’s will. But I
don’t plan to stay in America.”

If she wasn’t planning to stay in America, then why
would she keep a polo stable here? Did this woman not understand
what the Wetheringtons had built? Did she not understand the
tradition and the responsibility that came with her last name? Her
fury bubbled up so quickly, she had no time to rein in her caustic
words.

“Without so much as a thought,
you’d turn your back on a hundred years of breeding, a hundred
years spent building an international reputation, five generations
of family history? Being adopted by Wetheringtons certainly didn’t
make you one, did it?”

The pain on Lillie’s expressive face didn’t cool
Swain’s flash of anger, but she did regret that the filter between
her thoughts and her mouth apparently had failed. She needed to be
more careful. Voicing her thoughts would probably only antagonize
and further alienate the woman who apparently was her new boss.

“I apologize. It’s not my place to
question you,” she said gruffly. “You were right earlier. I’ve got
work to do, Ms. Wetherington. I’ll be at the stables if you need
anything.”

She turned and left without waiting for a reply.

 


*

 


Lillie was stunned. The sound of Swain’s boots
pounding down the staircase was fading away before she could form a
coherent thought. The personal attack had come out of nowhere. This
was the person Abigail told her to trust? This woman, to whom
Abigail apparently had confided that Lillie was adopted and who had
used that knowledge like a sharp knife?

She couldn’t stop the tears that gathered and ran
down her cheeks. It had been a very long, very exhausting day. Her
weariness was more than physical. Sharing her grief with Swain,
someone else who knew Abigail well, had made her feel briefly that
she wasn’t absolutely alone. Now, she felt even more rudderless in
this continuing nightmare.

Lillie jumped at the sound of the door slamming
downstairs and went to the French doors of the balcony. Dusk was
beginning to settle across the fields, but Swain was striding
toward the stables, not looking back at the house. She could almost
feel the anger in her stiff posture. She sighed and rubbed her
temple again.

Being adopted by Wetheringtons certainly didn’t make
you one, did it?

Lillie pulled another letter from her purse, one
that bore her name. The responsibility of what the letter asked of
her settled like a heavy weight on her weary shoulders.

 


Family secrets are a Southern tradition—a crazy
relative, a petty crime, an indiscretion. As you must suspect, the
Wetheringtons are no different.

More than thirty years ago, there was a drunken
night of bad choices. I’ll spare you the details, but tell you that
twins were conceived that night.

I loved my husband, Jim, beyond reason, so I found a
way to forgive him. Eric never did because he thought he was in
love with the girl his father impregnated. He also couldn’t forgive
me for standing by Jim’s side. You know the rest. Eric went to
England to study and cut us completely out of his life until Jim
died. It was the worst sentence he could have ever imposed. It
broke his father’s heart.

Jim’s penance to me was that he had to pay to abort
the only other children he’d conceived, since I could have no more
after Eric. He never knew that the girl, instead, had taken the
money and fled. She delivered a boy and a girl eight months later
and died soon after. Had Jim known he had children born of his
blood, he would have immediately taken them into our home. But I
feared that looking into the faces of my husband’s infidelity every
day would destroy our marriage. So, I selfishly kept their
existence from him. I let those innocent babies grow up in an
orphanage, without parents. It was unforgivable, a much worse sin
than my husband’s mistake.
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