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Chapter One

Is it the devil were running from, then?

The question, uttered in the mildest of tones, made Harry Lester wince. Worse, he threw over his shoulder at his groom and general henchman, Dawlish. The matchmaking mamasin league with the dragons of the ton. Harry edged back on the reins, feathering a curve at speed. He saw no reason to ease the wicked pace. His match greys, sleek and powerful, were quite content to keep the bits between their teeth. His curricle rushed along in their wake; Newmarket lay ahead. And were not runningits called a strategic retreat.

Is that so? Well, cant say I blame you, came in Dawlishs dour accents. Whod ever have thought to see Master Jack landedand without much of a fight, if Pinkertons on the up. Right taken aback, is Pinkerton. When this information elicited no response, Dawlish added, Considering his position, he is.

Harry snorted. Nothing will part Pinkerton from Jacknot even a wife. Hell swallow the pill when the time comes.

Ayepraps. Still, cant say Id relish the prospect of answering to a missusnot after all these years.

Harrys lips quirked. Realising that Dawlish, riding on the box behind him, couldnt see it, he gave into the urge to smile. Dawlish had been with him forever, having, as a fifteen-year-old groom, attached himself to the second son of the Lester household the instant said son had been put atop a pony. Their old cook had maintained it was a clear case of like to like; Dawlishs life was horseshe had recognised a master in the making and had followed doggedly in his wake. You neednt worry, you old curmudgeon. I can assure you Ive no intention, willingly or otherwise, of succumbing to any sirens lures.

All very well to say so, Dawlish grumbled. But when these things happen, seems like theres no gainsaying them. Just look at Master Jack.

Id rather not, Harry curtly replied. Dwelling on his elder brothers rapid descent into matrimony was an exercise guaranteed to shake his confidence. With only two years separating them, he and Jack had led much the same lives. Theyd come on the town together more than ten years ago. Admittedly, Jack had less reason than he to question loves worth, nevertheless, his brother had been, as Dawlish had observed, a most willing conquest. The fact made him edgy.

You planning on keeping from London for the rest of yore life?

I sincerely hope it wont come to that. Harry checked the greys for a slight descent. The heath lay before them, a haven free of matchmakers and dragons alike. Doubtless my uninterest will be duly noted. With any luck, if I lay low, theyll have forgotten me by next Season.

Wouldnt have thought, with all the energy youve put into raising a reputation like you have, that theyd be so keen.

Harrys lip curled. Money, Dawlish, will serve to excuse any number of sins.

He waited, expecting Dawlish to cap the comment with some gloomy pronouncement to the effect that if the madams of society could overlook his transgressions then no one was safe. But no comment came; his gaze fixed unseeing on his leaders ears, Harry grudgingly reflected that the wealth with which he and his brothers, Gerald as well as Jack, had recently been blessed, was indeed sufficient to excuse a lifetime of social sins.

His illusions were fewhe knew who and what he wasa rake, one of the wolves of the ton, a hellion, a Corinthian, a superlative rider and exceptional breeder of quality horseflesh, an amateur boxer of note, an excellent shot, a keen and successful huntsman on the field and off. For the past ten and more years, Society had been his playing field. Capitalising on natural talents, and the position his birth had bestowed, he had spent the years in hedonistic pleasure, sampling women much as he had the wines. Thered been none to gainsay him, none to stand in his path and challenge his profligate ways.

Now, of course, with a positively disgusting fortune at his back, theyd be lining up to do so.

Harry snorted and refocused on the road. The sweet damsels of the ton could offer until they were blue in the facehe wasnt about to buy.

The junction with the road to Cambridge loomed ahead. Harry checked his team, still sprightly despite their dash from London. Hed nursed them along the main road, only letting them have their heads once theyd passed Great Chesterford and picked up the less-frequented Newmarket road. Theyd passed a few slower-moving carriages; most of the gentlemen intent on the weeks racing would already be in Newmarket.

About them, the heath lay flat and largely featureless, with only a few stands of trees, windbreaks and the odd coppice to lend relief. There were no carriages approaching on the Cambridge road; Harry swung his team onto the hard surface and flicked the leaders ear. Newmarketand the comfort of his regular rooms at the Barbican Armslay but a few miles on.

To yr left.

Dawlishs warning growl came over his shoulder in the same instant Harry glimpsed movement in the stand of trees bordering the road ahead. He flicked both horses withers; as the lash softly swooshed back up the whip-handle, he slackened the reins, transferring them to his left hand. With his right, he reached for the loaded pistol he kept under the seat, just behind his right boot.

As his fingers closed about the chased butt, he registered the incongruity of the scene.

Dawlish put it into words, a heavy horse pistol in his hands. On the kings highway in broad daylightnever-you-mind! Whats the world a-coming to, I asks you?

The curricle sped on.

Harry wasnt entirely surprised when the men milling in the trees made no attempt to halt them. They were mounted but, even so, would have had the devil of a time hauling in the flying greys. He counted at least five as they flashed past, all in frieze and heavily muffled. The sound of stifled cursing dwindled behind them.

Dawlish muttered darkly, rummaging about re-stowing his pistols. Stap me, but they even had a wagon backed up in them trees. Right confident of their haul they must be.

Harry frowned.

The road curved ahead; he regathered the slack reins and checked the greys fractionally.

They rounded the curveHarrys eyes flew wide.

He hauled back on the reins with all his strength, slewing the greys across the road. They came to a snorting, stamping halt, their noses all but in the low hedge. The curricle rocked perilously, then settled back on its springs.

Curses turned the air about his ears blue.

Harry paid no attention; Dawlish was still up behind him, not in the ditch. Before him, on the other hand, was a scene of disaster.

A travelling carriage lay on its side, not in the ditch but blocking most of the road. It looked as if one of the back wheels had disintegrated; the ponderous contraption, top-heavy with luggage, had toppled sideways. The accident had only just occurredthe upper wheels of the carriage were still slowly rotating. Harry blinked. A young lad, a groom presumably, was struggling to haul a hysterical girl from the ditch. An older man, the coachman from his attire, was hovering anxiously over a thin grey-haired woman, laid out on the ground.

The coach team was in a flat panic.

Without a word, Harry and Dawlish leapt to the ground and ran to calm the horses.

It took a good five minutes to soothe the brutes, good, strong coach horses with the full stubbornness and dim wits of their breed. With the traces finally untangled, Harry left the team in Dawlishs hands;

the young groom was still helplessly pleading with the tearful girl while the coachman dithered over the older woman, clearly caught between duty and a wish to lend succour, if he only knew how.

The woman groaned as Harry walked up. Her eyes were closed; she lay straight and rigid on the ground, her hands crossed over her flat chest.

My ankle! A spasm of pain twisted her angular features, tight under an iron-grey bun. Damn you, Joshuawhen I get back on my feet Ill have your hide for a footstool, I will. She drew her breath in in a painful hiss. If I ever get back on my feet.

Harry blinked; the womans tones were startlingly reminiscent of Dawlish in complaining mode. He raised his brows as the coachman lumbered to his feet and touched his forehead. Is there anyone in the carriage?

The coachmans face blanked in shock.

Oh my God! Her eyes snapping open, the woman sat bolt upright. The mistress and Miss Heather! Her startled gaze fell on the carriage. Damn you, Joshuawhat are you doing, mooning over me when the mistress is likely lying in a heap? Frantically, she hit at the coachmans legs, pushing him towards the carriage.

Dont panic.

The injunction floated up out of the carriage, calm and assured.

Were perfectly all rightjust a bit shaken. The clear, very feminine voice paused before adding, a touch hesitantly, But we cant get out.

With a muttered curse, Harry strode to the carriage, pausing only to shrug out of his greatcoat and fling it into the curricle. Reaching up to the back wheel, he hauled himself onto the body. Standing on the coachs now horizontal side, he bent and, grasping the handle, hauled the door open.

Planting one booted foot on either side of the coach step, he looked down into the dimness within.

And blinked.

The sight that met his eyes was momentarily dazzling. A woman stood in the shaft of sunshine pouring through the doorway. Her face, upturned, was heart-shaped; a broad forehead was set beneath dark hair pulled severely back. Her features were well defined; a straight nose and full, well-curved lips above a delicate but determined chin.

Her skin was the palest ivory, the colour of priceless pearls; beyond his control, Harrys gaze skimmed her cheeks and the graceful curve of her slender neck before coming to rest on the ripe swell of her breasts. Standing over her as he was, they were amply exposed to his sight even though her modish carriage dress was in no way indecorous.

Harrys palms tingled.

Large blue eyes fringed with long black lashes blinked up at him.

For an instant, Lucinda Babbacombe was not entirely sure she hadnt sustained a blow on the headwhat else could excuse this vision, conjured from her deepest dreams?

Tall and lean, broad-shouldered, slim-hipped, he towered above her, long, sleekly muscled legs braced on either side of the door. Sunlight haloed his golden locks; with the light behind him she could not make out his features yet she sensed the tension that held him.

Lucinda blinked rapidly. A light blush tinged her cheeks; she looked awaybut not before she registered the subdued elegance of his garmentsthe tightly-fitting grey coat, superbly cut, style in every line, worn over clinging ivory inexpressibles, which clearly revealed the long muscles of his thighs. His calves were encased in gleaming Hessians; his linen was crisp and white. There were, she noted, no fobs or seals hanging at his waist, only a single gold pin in his cravat.

Prevailing opinion suggested such severe attire should render a gentleman uninteresting. Unremarkable. Prevailing opinion was wrong.

He shiftedand a large, long-fingered, extremely elegant hand reached down to her.

Take my handIll pull you up. One of the wheels is shatteredits impossible to right the carriage.

His voice was deep, drawling, an undercurrent Lucinda couldnt identify sliding beneath the silken tones. She glanced up through her lashes. He had moved to the side of the door and had gone down on one knee. The light now reached his face, illuminating features that seemed to harden as her gaze touched them. His hand moved impatiently; a black sapphire set in a gold signet glimmered darkly. He would need to be very strong to lift her out with one arm. Subduing the thought that her rescue might well prove a greater threat than her plight, Lucinda reached for his hand.

Their palms met; long fingers curled about her wrist. Lucinda brought her other hand up and clasped it about hisand she was airborne.

She drew in a swift breathan arm of steel wrapped about her waist; her diaphragm seized. She blinkedand found herself on her knees, held fast in his embrace, locked breast to chest with her unnerving rescuer.

Her eyes were on a level with his lips. They were as severe as his clothes, chiselled and firm. His jaw was distinctly squared, the patrician line of his nose a testimony to his antecedents. The planes of his face were hard, as hard as the body steadying hers, holding her balanced on the edge of the carriage doorframe. He had released her hands; they had fallen to lie against his chest. One of her hips was pressed against his, the other against his muscled thigh. Lucinda forgot about breathing.

Cautiously, she lifted her eyes to hisand saw the sea, calm and clear, a cool, crystalline pale green.

Their gazes locked.

Mesmerised, Lucinda drowned in the green sea, her skin lapped by waves of warmth, her mind suborned to sensation. She felt her lips soften, felt herself lean into himand blinked wildly.

A tremor shook her. The muscles surrounding her twitched, then stilled.

She felt him draw breath.

Careful, was all he said as he slowly rose, drawing her up with him, holding her steady until her feet could find purchase on the carriage.

Lucinda wondered just what danger he was warning her against.

Forcing his arms from her, Harry struggled to shackle his impulses, straining at their leash. Ill have to lower you to the ground.

Peering over the carriage side, Lucinda could only nod. The drop was six feet and more. She felt him shift behind her; she jumped as his hands slipped beneath her arms.

Dont wriggle or try to jump. Ill let go when your coachman has hold of you.

Joshua was waiting below. Lucinda nodded; speech was beyond her.

Harry gripped her firmly and swung her over the edge. The coachman quickly grasped her legs; Harry let gobut could not prevent his fingers from brushing the soft sides of her breasts. He clenched his jaw and tried to eradicate the memory but his fingertips burned.

Once on terra firma, Lucinda was pleased to discover her wits once more at her command. Whatever curious influence had befuddled her faculties was, thank Heaven, purely transitory.

A quick glance upwards confirmed that her rescuer had turned back to render a like service to her stepdaughter. Reflecting that at barely seventeen Heathers susceptibility to his particular brand of wizardry was probably a good deal less than her own, Lucinda left him to it.

After one comprehensive glance about the scene, she marched across to the ditch, leaned over and dealt Amy, the tweeny, a sharp slap. Enough, she declared, as if she was speaking of nothing more than kneading dough. Now come and help with Agatha.

Amys tear-drenched eyes opened wide, then blinked. Yes, mum. She sniffedthen shot a watery smile at Sim, the groom, and struggled up out of the thankfully dry ditch.

Lucinda was already on her way to Agatha, prone in the road. Simhelp with the horses. Ohand do get these stones out of the road. She pointed a toe at the collection of large, jagged rocks littering the highway. I dare say it was one of these that caused our wheel to break. And I expect youd better start unloading the carriage.

Aye, mum.

Halting by Agathas side, Lucinda bent to look down at her. What is it and how bad?

Lips compressed, Agatha opened iron-grey eyes and squinted up at her. Its just my ankleitll be better directly.

Indeed, Lucinda remarked, getting down on her knees to examine the injured limb. Thats no doubt why youre white as a sheet.

Nonsenseoooh! Agatha sucked in a quick breath and closed her eyes.

Stop fussing and let me bind it.

Lucinda bade Amy tear strips from her petticoat, then proceeded to bind Agathas ankle, ignoring the maids grumbles. All the while, Agatha shot suspicious glances past her.

Youd best stay by me, mistress. And keep the young miss by you. That gentleman may be a gentleman, but hes a one to watch, I dont doubt.

Lucinda didnt doubt either but she refused to hide behind her maids skirts. Nonsense. He rescued us in a positively gentlemanly mannerIll thank him appropriately. Stop fussing.

Fussing! Agatha hissed as Lucinda drew her skirts down to her ankles. You didnt see him move.

Move? Frowning, Lucinda stood and dusted her hands, then her gown. She turned to discover Heather hurrying up, hazel eyes bright with excitement, clearly none the worse for their ordeal.

Behind her came their rescuer. All six feet and more of him, with a lean and graceful stride that conjured the immediate image of a hunting cat.

A big, powerful predator.

Agathas comment was instantly explained. Lucinda concentrated on resisting the urge to flee. He reached for her handshe must have extended itand bowed elegantly.

Permit me to introduce myself, maam. Harry Lesterat your service.

He straightened, a polite smile softening his features.

Fascinated, Lucinda noted how his lips curved upwards just at the ends. Then her eyes met his. She blinked and glanced away. I most sincerely thank you, Mr Lester, for your assistanceyours and your grooms. She beamed a grateful smile at his groom, unhitching the horses from the coach with Sims help. It was immensely lucky you happened by.

Harry frowned, the memory of the footpads lurking in the trees beyond the curve intruding. He shook the thought aside. I beg youll permit me to drive you and your Brows lifting, he glanced from the younger girls bright face to that of his sirens.

She smiled. Allow me to introduce my stepdaughter, Miss Heather Babbacombe.

Heather bobbed a quick curtsy; Harry responded with a slight bow.

As I was saying, Mrs Babbacombe. Smoothly Harry turned back and captured the ladys wide gaze with his. Her eyes were a soft blue, partly greya misty colour. Her carriage gown of lavender blue served to emphasise the shade. I hope youll permit me to drive you to your destination. You were headed for?

Newmarket, Lucinda supplied. Thank youbut I must make arrangements for my people.

Harry wasnt sure which statement more surprised him. Naturally, he conceded, wondering how many other ladies of his acquaintance, in like circumstances, would so concern themselves over their servants. But my groom can handle the details for you. Hes familiar with these parts.

He is? How fortunate.

Before he could blink, the soft blue gaze had left him for Dawlishhis siren followed, descending upon his servitor like a galleon in full sail. Intrigued, Harry followed. She summoned her coachman with an imperious gesture. By the time Harry joined them, she was busily issuing the orders he had thought to give.

Dawlish shot him a startled, distinctly reproachful glance.

Will that be any trouble, do you think? Lucinda asked, sensing the grooms distraction.

Ohno, maam. Dawlish bobbed his head respectfully. No trouble at all. I knows the folks at the Barbican right well. Well get all seen to.

Good. Harry made a determined bid to regain control of the situation. If thats settled, I suspect we should get on, Mrs Babbacombe. At the back of his mind lurked a vision of five frieze-coated men. He offered her his arm; an intent little frown wrinkling her brows, she placed her hand upon it.

I do hope Agatha will be all right.

Your maid? When she nodded, Harry offered, If shed broken her ankle she would, I think, be in far greater pain.

The blue eyes came his way, along with a grateful smile.

Lucinda glanced awayand caught Agathas warning glare. Her smile turned into a grimace. Perhaps I should wait here until the cart comes for her?

No. Harrys response was immediate. She shot him a startled glance; he covered his lapse with a charming but rueful smile. I hesitate to alarm you but footpads have been seen in the vicinity. His smile deepened. And Newmarkets only two miles on.

Oh. Lucinda met his gaze; she made no effort to hide the consideration in hers. Two miles?

If that. Harry met her eyes, faint challenge in his.

Well Lucinda turned to view his curricle.

Harry waited for no more. He beckoned Sim and pointed to the curricle. Put your mistresses luggage in the boot.

He turned back to be met by a cool, distinctly haughty blue glance. Equally cool, he allowed one brow to rise.

Lucinda suddenly felt warm, despite the cool breeze that heralded the approaching evening. She looked away, to where Heather was talking animatedly to Agatha.

If youll forgive the advice, Mrs Babbacombe, I would not consider it wise for either you or your stepdaughter to be upon the road, unescorted, at night.

The soft drawl focused Lucindas mind on her options. Both appeared dangerous. With a gentle inclination of her head, she chose the more exciting. Indeed, Mr Lester. Doubtless youre right. Sim had finished stowing their baggage in the curricles boot, strapping bandboxes to the flaps. Heather?

While his siren fussed, delivering a string of last-minute instructions, Harry lifted her stepdaughter to the curricles seat. Heather Babbacombe smiled sunnily and thanked him prettily, too young to be flustered by his innate charms.

Doubtless, Harry thought, as he turned to view her stepmother, Heather viewed him much as an uncle. His lips quirked, then relaxed into a smile as he watched Mrs Babbacombe glide towards him, casting last, measuring glances about her.

She was slender and tallthere was something about her graceful carriage that evoked the adjective matriarchal. A confidence, an assurance, that showed in her frank gaze and open expression. Her dark hair, richly brown with the suspicion of red glinting in the sun, was, he could now see, fixed in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. For his money, the style was too severehis fingers itched to run through the silken tresses, laying them free.

As for her figure, he was having great difficulty disguising his interest. She was, indeed, one of the more alluring visions he had beheld in many a long year.

She drew near and he lifted a brow. Ready, Mrs Babbacombe?

Lucinda turned to meet his gaze, wondering how such a soft drawl could so easily sound steely. Thank you, Mr Lester. She gave him her hand; he took it, drawing her to the side of the carriage. Lucinda blinked at the high stepthe next instant, she felt his hands firm about her waist and she was lifted, effortlessly, to the seat.

Stifling her gasp, Lucinda met Heathers gaze, filled with innocent anticipation. Sternly suppressing her fluster, Lucinda settled herself on the seat next to her stepdaughter. She had not, indeed, had much experience interacting with gentlemen of Mr Lesters standing; perhaps such gestures were commonplace?

Despite her inexperience, she could not delude herself that her position, as it transpired, could ever be dismissed as commonplace. Her rescuer paused only to swing his greatcoatadorned, she noted, with a great many capesabout his broad shoulders before following her into the curricle, the reins in his hands. Naturally, he sat beside her.

A bright smile firmly fixed on her lips, Lucinda waved Agatha goodbye, steadfastly ignoring the hard thigh pressed against her much softer limb, and the way her shoulder perforce had to nestle against his back.

Harry himself had not foreseen the tight squeezeand found its results equally disturbing. Pleasantbut definitely disturbing. Backing his team, he asked, Were you coming from Cambridge, Mrs Babbacombe? He desperately needed distraction.

Lucinda was only too ready to oblige. Yeswe spent a week there. We intended to leave directly after lunch but spent an hour or so in the gardens. Theyre very fine, we discovered.

Her accents were refined and untraceable, her stepdaughters less so, while those of her servants were definitely north country. The greys settled into their stride; Harry comforted himself that two miles meant less than fifteen minutes, even allowing for picking their way through the town. But youre not from hereabouts?

Nowere from Yorkshire. After a moment, Lucinda added, a smile tweaking her lips, At the moment, however, I suspect we could more rightly claim to be gypsies.

Gypsies?

Lucinda exchanged a smile with Heather. My husband died just over a year ago. His estate passed into his cousins hands, so Heather and I decided to while away our year of mourning in travelling the country. Neither of us had seen much of it before.

Harry stifled a groan. She was a widowa beautiful widow newly out of mourning, unfixed, unattached, bar the minor encumbrance of a stepdaughter. In an effort to deny his mounting interest, to block out his awareness of her soft curves pressed, courtesy of Heather Babbacombes more robust figure, firmly against his side, he concentrated on her words. And frowned. Where do you plan to stay in Newmarket?

The Barbican Arms, Lucinda replied. I believe its in the High Street.

It is. Harrys lips thinned; the Barbican Arms was directly opposite the Jockey Club. Ahhave you reservations? He slanted a glance at her face and saw surprise register. Its a race week, you know.

Is it? Lucinda frowned. Does that mean itll be crowded?

Very. With every rakehell and womaniser who could make the journey from London. Harry suppressed the thought. Mrs Babbacombe was, he told himself, none of his business. Very definitely none of his businessshe might be a widow and, to his experienced eye, ripe for seduction, but she was a virtuous widowtherein lay the rub. He was too experienced not to know such existedindeed, the fleeting thought occurred that if he was to plot his own downfall, then a virtuous widow would be first choice as Cupids pawn. But he had recognised the trapand had no intention of falling into it. Mrs Babbacombe was one beautiful widow he would do well to leave untouchedunsampled. Desire bucked, unexpectedly strong; with a mental curse, Harry shackled itin iron!

The first straggling cottages appeared ahead. He grimaced. Is there no acquaintance you have in the district with whom you might stay?

Nobut Im sure well be able to find accommodation somewhere. Lucinda gestured airly, struggling to keep her mind on her words and her senses on the late afternoon landscape. If not at the Barbican Arms, then perhaps the Green Goose.

She sensed the start that shot through him. Turning, she met an openly incredulous, almost horrified stare.

Not the Green Goose. Harry made no attempt to mute the decree.

It was received with a frown. Why not?

Harry opened his mouthbut couldnt find the words. Never mind whyjust get it into your head that you cannot reside at the Green Goose.

Intransigence flowed into her expression, then she put her pretty nose in the air and looked ahead. If you will just set us down at the Barbican Arms, Mr Lester, Im sure well sort things out.

Her words conjured a vision of the yard at the Barbican Armsof the main hall of the inn as it would be at this momentas Harry had experienced it at such times before. Jam-packed with males, broad-shouldered, elegant tonnish gentlemen, the vast majority of whom he would know by name. He certainly knew them by nature; he could just imagine their smiles when Mrs Babbacombe walked in.

No.

The cobbles of the High Street rang beneath the greys hooves.

Lucinda turned to stare at him. What on earth do you mean?

Harry gritted his teeth. Even with his attention on his horses as he negotiated the press of traffic in the main street of the horse capital of England, he was still aware of the surprised glances thrown their wayand of the lingering, considering looks bent on the woman by his side. Arriving with him, being seen with him, had already focused attention on her.

It was none of his business.

Harry felt his face harden. Even if the Barbican Arms has rooms to sparewhich they will notits not suitable for you to stay in town while a race meetings on.

I beg your pardon? After a moment of astonished surprise, Lucinda drew herself up. Mr Lesteryou have most ably rescued uswe owe you our gratitude. However, I am more than capable of organising our accommodation and stay in this town.

Gammon.

What?

You dont know anything about staying in a town during a race-meet or you wouldnt be here now. Lips set in a thin line, Harry shot her an irritated glare. Devil take itlook around you, woman!

Lucinda had already noticed the large number of men strolling the narrow pavements. As her gaze swept the scene, she noted that there were many more on horseback and in the sporting carriages of every description thronging the thoroughfare. Gentlemen everywhere. Only gentlemen.

Heather was leaning close, shrinking against her, not used to being stared at and ogled. She raised hazel eyes filled with uncertainty to Lucindas face. Lucinda?

Lucinda patted her hand. As she raised her head, she encountered a boldly appraising stare from a gentleman in a high-perch phaeton. Lucinda returned his scrutiny with a frosty glance. Nevertheless, she maintained. If you will set us down at

Her words trailed away as she glimpsed, hanging above a broad archway just ahead, a signboard depicting a castle gateway. In that instant, the traffic parted; Harry clicked his reins and the curricle shot forwardstraight past the archway.

Lucinda swivelled to peer at the sign as they moved steadily down the street. Thats itthe Barbican Arms! She turned to look at Harry. Youve passed it.

Grim-faced, Harry nodded.

Lucinda glared at him. Stop, she ordered.

You cant stay in town.

I can!

Over my dead body! Harry heard his snarl and inwardly groaned. He closed his eyes. What was happening to him? Opening his eyes, he glared at the woman beside him. Her cheeks were becomingly flushedwith temper. A fleeting thought of how she would look flushed with desire shot through his unwilling mind.

Something of his thoughts must have shown in his faceher blue eyes narrowed. Are you proposing to kidnap us? Her voice held the promise of a long and painful death.

The end of the High Street appeared; the traffic thinned. Harry flicked his leaders ear and the greys surged. As the sound of hooves on cobbles died behind them, he glanced down at her and growled, Consider it forcible repatriation.





Chapter Two

Forcible repatriation?

Harry shot her a narrow-eyed glare. You dont belong in a race-town.

Lucinda glared back. I belong wherever I choose to stay, Mr Lester.

His face set in uncompromising lines, Harry looked back at his team. Lucinda looked ahead, frowning direfully.

Where are you taking us? she eventually demanded.

To stay with my aunt, Lady Hallows. Harry glanced at her. She lives a little way out of town.

It had been many years since shed allowed anyone to order her life. Nose in the air, Lucinda held to dignified disapproval. How do you know she wont already have visitors?

Shes a widow of long standing and lives quietly. Harry checked his team and turned onto a side road. She has a whole Hall to spareand shell be delighted to make your acquaintance.

Lucinda sniffed. You cant know that.

The smile he bent on her was infinitely superior.

Resisting the urge to gnash her teeth, Lucinda pointedly looked away.

Heather had perked up the instant theyd quit town; she smiled when Lucinda glanced her way, clearly restored to her usual sunny humour and unperturbed by the unexpected alteration to their plans.

Feeling distinctly huffy, Lucinda looked ahead. It was, she suspected, pointless to protestat least, not until shed met Lady Hallows. Until then, there was nothing she could do to regain the ascendancy. The infuriating gentleman beside her had the upper handand the reins. Her gaze flicked sideways, to where his hands, covered by soft doeskin gloves, dextrously managed the ribbons. Long slim fingers and slender palms. Shed noted that earlier. To her horror, the memory evoked a shivershe had to fight to quell it. With him so close, he would very likely feel itand, she suspected, would unhesitatingly guess its cause.

Which would leave her feeling embarrassedand even more deeply disturbed. He evoked a most peculiar response in herit had yet to fade, despite her irritation at his autocratic interference. It was a distinctly novel feelingone she wasnt at all sure she appreciated.

Hallows Hall.

She looked up to discover a pair of imposing gateposts which gave onto a shady avenue lined with elms. The gravelled drive wound gently along a slight ridge, then dipped to reveal a pleasant vista of rolling lawns surrounding a reed-fringed lake, the whole enclosed by large trees.

How pretty! Heather looked about in delight.

The Hall, a relatively recent structure in honey-coloured stone, sat on a rise above the drive, which wound past the front steps before curving around the corner of the house. A vine stretched green fingers over the stone. There were roses in abundance; ducks clacked from the lake.

An ancient retainer came ambling up as Harry drew his team to a halt.

Thought as wed see you this week, young master.

Harry grinned. Good evening, Grimms. Is my aunt at home?

Ayethat she isand right pleased shell be to see you. Evening, miss. Miss. Grimms doffed his cap to Lucinda and Heather.

Lucindas answering smile was distant. Hallows Hall stirred long-forgotten memories of life before her parents had died.

Harry descended and helped her down. After helping Heather to the ground, he turned to see Lucinda looking about her, a wistful expression on her face. Mrs Babbacombe?

Lucinda started. Then, with a half-grimace and a frosty glance, she placed her hand on his arm and allowed him to lead her up the steps.

The door was flung opennot by a butler, although a stately personage of that persuasion hovered in the shadowsbut by a gaunt, angular-featured woman a good two inches taller than Lucinda and decidedly thinner.

Harry, mboy! Thought youd be here. And whos this youve brought?

Lucinda found herself blinking into dark blue eyes, shrewd and intelligent.

But what am I about? Come in, come in. Ermyntrude, Lady Hallows, waved her guests into the hall.

Lucinda stepped over the thresholdand was immediately enveloped in the warm, elegant yet homey atmosphere.

Harry took his aunts hand and bowed over it, then kissed her cheek. As elegant as ever, Em, he said, scanning her topaz gown.

Ems eyes opened wide. Flummery? From you?

Harry pressed her hand warningly as he released it. Allow me to present Mrs Babbacombe, Aunt. Her carriage broke a wheel just outside town. I had the honour of driving her in. She had some idea of staying in town but I prevailed upon her to change her mind and give you the benefit of her company.

The words tripped glibly from his tongue. Rising from her curtsy, Lucinda shot him a chilly glance.

Capital! Em beamed and took Lucindas hand. My dear, you dont know how bored I sometimes get, stuck out here in the country. And Harrys quite rightyou cant possibly stay in town during a meetnot at all the thing. Her blue eyes switched to Heather. And whos this?

Lucinda made the introduction and Heather, smiling brightly, bobbed a curtsy.

Em put out a hand and tipped Heathers chin up the better to view her face. Hmmquite lovely. Youll do well in a year or two. Releasing her, Em frowned. Babbacombe, Babbacombe She glanced at Lucinda. Not the Staffordshire Babbacombes?

Lucinda smiled. Yorkshire. When her hostess only frowned harder, she felt compelled to add, I was a Gifford before my marriage.

Gifford? Ems eyes slowly widened as she studied Lucinda. Great heavens! You must be Melrose Giffords daughterCelia Parkes was your mother?

Surprised, Lucinda noddedand was promptly enveloped in a scented embrace.

Good gracious, childI knew your father! Em was in transports. WellI was a bosom-bow of his elder sister, but I knew all the family. Naturally, after the scandal, we heard very little of Celia and Melrose, but they did send word of your birth. Em wrinkled her nose. Not that it did much goodstiff-necked lot, your grandparents. On both sides.

Harry blinked, endeavouring to absorb this rush of information. Lucinda noticed, and wondered how he felt about rescuing the outcome of an old scandal.

Just fancy! Em was still in alt. I never thought to set eyes on you, mdear. Mind you, theres not many left but me whod remember. Youll have to tell me the whole story. Em paused to draw breath. Now then! Fergus will get your luggage and Ill show you up to your roomsafter a dish of teayou must be in need of refreshment. Dinners at six so theres no need to hurry.

Together with Heather, Lucinda found herself hustled towards an open doorwaya drawing-room lay ahead. On the threshold she hesitated and glanced back, as did Em behind her.

Youre not staying, are you, Harry? Em asked.

He was temptedsorely tempted. His gaze not on his aunt but on the woman beside her, Harry forced himself to shake his head. No. With an effort he shifted his gaze to his aunts face. Ill call sometime during the week.

Em nodded.

Prompted by she knew not what, Lucinda turned and re-crossed the hall. Their rescuer stood silently and watched her approach; she steadfastly ignored the odd tripping of her heart. She halted before him, calmly meeting his green gaze. I dont know how to thank you for your help, Mr Lester. Youve been more than kind.

His lips slowly curved; again, she found herself fascinated by the movement.

Harry took the hand she held out to him and, his eyes on hers, raised it to his lips. Your rescue was indeed my pleasure, Mrs Babbacombe. The sudden widening of her eyes as his lips touched her skin was payment enough for the consequent hardships. Ill ensure that your people know where to find youyour maids will arrive before nightfall, Im sure.

Lucinda inclined her head; she made no effort to retrieve her fingers from his warm grasp. Again, you have my thanks, sir.

It was nothing, my dear. His eyes on hers, Harry allowed one brow to rise. Perhaps well meet againin a ballroom, maybe? Dare I hope youll favour me with a waltz if we do?

Graciously, Lucinda acquiesced. I would be honoured, sirshould we meet.

Belatedly reminding himself that she was a snare he was determined to avoid, Harry took a firm grip on his wayward impulses. He bowed. Releasing Lucindas hand, he nodded to Em. With one last glance at Lucinda, he strolled gracefully out of the door.

Lucinda watched the door shut behind him, a distant frown in her eyes.

Em studied her unexpected guest, a speculative glint in hers.

Agathas been with me forever, Lucinda explained. She was my mothers maid when I was born. Amy was an under-maid at the Grangemy husbands house. We took her with us so that Agatha could train her to act as maid for Heather.

Just as well, Heather put in.

They were in the dining-room, partaking of a delicious meal prepared, so Em had informed them, in honour of their arrival. Agatha, Amy and Sim had arrived an hour ago, conveyed by Joshua in a trap borrowed from the Barbican Arms. Joshua had returned to Newmarket to pursue the repairs of the carriage. Agatha, taken under the wing of the portly housekeeper, Mrs Simmons, was resting in a cheery room below the eaves, her ankle pronounced unbroken but badly sprained. Amy had thus had to assist both Lucinda and Heather to dress, a task at which she had acquitted herself with honours.

Or so Em thought as she looked down the table. So, she said, patting her lips with her napkin then waving Fergus and the soup tureen away. You may start at the beginning. I want to know all about you since your parents died.

The sheer openness of the request robbed it of any rudeness. Lucinda smiled and laid aside her spoon; Heather was dipping into the tureen for the third time, much to Ferguss delight. As you know, what with both families disowning my parents, I hadnt had any contact with my grandparents. I was fourteen at the time of the accident. Luckily, our old solicitor hunted up my mothers sisters addressshe agreed to take me in.

Now lets see. Ems eyes narrowed as she surveyed the past. That would be Cora Parkes that was?

Lucinda nodded. If you recall, the Parkes family fortunes had taken a downturn sometime after my parents married. Theyd retired from Society and Cora had married a mill-owner in the northa Mr Ridley.

Never say so! Em was enthralled. Well, wellhow the mighty did fall. Your aunt Cora was one of the most intransigent when it came to any question of reconciliation with your parents. Em lifted her thin shoulders. Fates revenge, I dare say. So you lived with them until your marriage?

Lucinda hesitated, then nodded.

Em noticed; her eyes sharpened, then flicked to Heather. Lucinda sawand hastened to explain. The Ridleys werent exactly happy to have me. They only agreed to house me, thinking to use my talents as governess to their two daughters and then to broker my marriage as soon as maybe.

For a moment, Em stared. Then she snorted. Doesnt surprise me. That Cora was ever out for her own gain.

When I was sixteen, they arranged a marriage with another mill-owner, a Mr Ogleby.

Ugh! Heather looked up from her soup to shudder artistically. He was a horrible old toad, she blithely informed Em. Luckily, my father heard about itLucinda used to come and give me lessons. So he married Lucinda instead. Having done her bit for the conversation, Heather returned to her soup.

Lucinda smiled affectionately. Indeed, Charles was my saviour. I only recently learned that he bought off my relatives in order to marry mehe never told me.

Em snorted approvingly. Glad to hear theyve some gentlemen in those parts. So you became Mrs Babbacombe and lived atthe Grange, was it?

Thats right. Heather had finally relinquished the soup; Lucinda paused to serve herself from the platter of turbot Fergus offered. To all appearances Charles was a well-to-do gentleman of moderate estate. In reality, however, he owned a considerable collection of inns up and down the country. He was really very wealthy but preferred a quiet existence. He was close to fifty when we married. As I grew older, he taught me all about his investments and how to manage them. He was ill for some yearsthe end was a relief when it camebut because of his foresight, I was able to handle most of the work for him.

Lucinda looked up to find her hostess staring at her.

Who owns the inns now? Em asked.

Lucinda smiled. We doHeather and I. The Grange, of course, went to Charless nephew, Mortimer Babbacombe, but Charless private fortune wasnt part of the entail.

Em sat back and regarded her with frank approval. And thats why youre hereyou own an inn in Newmarket?

Lucinda nodded. After the will was read, Mortimer asked us to vacate the Grange within the week.

The blackguard! Em glared. What sort of a way is that to treat a grieving widow?

Well, Lucinda held up a hand. I did offer to leave as soon as he wishedalthough I hadnt thought hed be in such a hurry. Hed never even visited beforenot really.

So you found yourselves out on your ears in the snow? Em was incensed.

Heather giggled. It really turned out most fortuitously in the end.

Indeed. Lucinda nodded, pushing her plate away. With nothing organised, we decided to remove to one of our innsone a little way away from the Grange, a place we werent known. Once there, I realised the inn was far more prosperous than I would have guessed from the accounts our agent had recently presented. Mr Scrugthorpe was a new manCharles had been forced to appoint a new agent a few months before he died when our old Mr Matthews passed on. Lucinda frowned at the trifle Fergus placed before her. Unfortunately, Charles interviewed Scrugthorpe on a day he was in great pain and I had to be in town with Heather. To cut a long story short, Scrugthorpe had falsified the accounts. I called him in and dismissed him.

Lifting her gaze to her hostesss face, Lucinda smiled. After that, Heather and I decided that travelling the country getting to know our inns was an excellent way to see out our year of mourning. It was exactly the sort of enterprise of which Charles would have approved.

Em snortedthis snort clearly signified her appreciation of Charless good sense. Seems to have been a very able manyour father, miss.

He was a dear. Heathers open face clouded and she blinked rapidly, then looked down.

Ive appointed a new agenta Mr Mabberly. Lucinda smoothly covered the awkward moment. Hes young but extremely efficient.

And goes in awe of Lucinda, Heather offered, looking up to help herself to a second scoop of trifle.

As he should, Em replied. Well, Miss Gifford as wasyouve certainly done your parents proud thus far. A capable lady of independent means at whattwenty-six?

Twenty-eight. Lucindas smile was crooked. There were times, such as today, when she suddenly wondered if life had passed her by.

A very fair achievement, Em declared. I dont hold with women being helpless. She eyed Heathers at last empty plate. And if youve finally finished, miss, I suggest we retire to the drawing-room. Do either of you play the pianoforte?

They both did and gladly entertained their hostess with various airs and sonatas, until Heather fell to yawning. At Lucindas suggestion she retired, passing the tea trolley in the doorway.

Indeed, weve had an adventuresome day. Lucinda sat back in an armchair by the fire and sipped the tea Em had dispensed. Lifting her gaze, she smiled at Em. I cant thank you enough, Lady Hallows, for taking us in.

Nonsense, Em replied with one of her snorts. And you could please me by dropping all the ladyships and just calling me Em, like everyone else in the family. Youre Melroses daughter and thats close enough for me.

Lucinda smiled, a trifle wearily. Em, then. Whats it a contraction for? Emma?

Em wrinkled her nose. Ermyntrude.

Lucinda managed to keep her lips straight. Oh? she said weakly.

Indeed. My brothers delighted in calling me all the contractions you might imagine. When my nephews came along, I declared it was Em and nothing else.

Very wise. A companionable silence settled as they savoured their tea. Lucinda broke it to ask, Do you have many nephews?

From under heavy lids, Ems eyes glinted. Quite a few. But it was Harry and his brothers I had to guard against. A rapscallion lot.

Lucinda shifted. He has a lot of brothers?

Only twobut thats quite enough. Jacks the eldest, Em blithely rattled on. Heslet me seethirty-six now. Then comes Harry, two years younger. Then theres quite a gap to their sister Lenoreshe married Eversleigh some years backshe must be twenty-six now, which makes Gerald twenty-four. Their mother died years ago but my brother still hangs on. Em grinned. Dare say hell manage to cling to life long enough to see a grandson to carry on the name, the cantankerous old fool. The last was said affectionately. But it was the boys I had most to do withand Harry was always my favourite. Blessed by the angels and the devil both, of course, but such a good boy. Em blinked, then amended, Wella good boy at heart. They all wereare. I see most of Harry and Gerald these dayswhat with Newmarket so close. Harry runs the Lester stud which, even if tis I who say soand Heaven knows I know next to nothing about horsessuch a boring subjectis hailed as one of the premier studs in the land.

Really? There was not the slightest trace of boredom in Lucindas face.

Indeed. Em nodded. Harry usually comes to watch his runners perform. Dare say Ill see Gerald this week, too. Doubtless hell want to show off his new phaeton. Told me when last he was up that
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