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Katie pulled the cap down tighter over her hidden hair. All of this had become second nature to her when she was racing. Acting the arrogant male around other men was no hardship and when she gave them a set down she was as likely to get a punch to the shoulder and a laugh as them trying to start a fight. Acting the arrogant man around women was all new territory. Dear God, no wonder the Heiresses had banded together.

“Ladies, as I said, pin money please.”

“So you’re the ‘Happy Highwayman’? Aren’t the others going to come in? I like the look of that taller one. Such a fine strapping buck.”

Katie followed her line of sight to Gareth waiting outside and wanted to kick the woman. “They stay outside on my orders. Can’t have them getting handsy.” That should put a stop to her behavior.

“Ooh, he can get handsy with me any time he wants.”

The Heiresses were never shy at the way they loved their men but this kind of bald lust for an unknown man was something she had no experience with. Ignore them and hurry before you are here all night, her brain screamed. “I asked for your money ladies.” She let the edge of irritation show in her voice and posture.

“And you did say please.” Said the one lusting over Gareth. “Louloubell, give him your money and jewels.”

“Just the money ma’am. I don’t take family heirlooms.”

“They’re good and proper jewels, not some paste.” 

“I have no doubt but I’m sure you want to pass them on to a daughter when you have one.”

“I guess? Alright, here is my pin money then.” She deposited the coins in Katie’s hand. “Can I get your autograph?”

“What?” Katie almost forgot to lower her voice in her surprise.

“All of our friends will be jealous, but they’d think we made up a story about being robbed.”

“Ladies, I can’t sign anything for obvious reasons.” Katie pocketed the other woman’s change. God save her she needed to get out of here!

“Then can we get kisses? The other ladies said you kissed their hands before you left.” 

Katie had never so much as kissed a fingertip so someone had made up the story and then others added embellishment. It was getting to the point where she wanted to see the Happy Highwayman hanged. 

“Certainly ladies. Hold out your hands and close your eyes.” They both did as she asked with stunning quickness. She slid from the coach and on to her horse without a sound. “Night ladies, it was a pleasure!” She heard them giggle as she rode off. 

In moments her trio were lost in the underbrush and the darkness of the night and woods. 

“Katie, should we try for one more tonight?” Brian asked as they raced through the night. That was always the call. Stay safe but with less money to help the orphans, or take the risk of one more score and have a little more to help. There weren’t enough carriages in all of London they could rob to take care of all the orphans. And it was that thought which broke her heart. 

“I think that is enough for tonight. We need to get back to the stable and get these horses put up.” She yelled to him. 

The ride back to the stable raced by. It felt like no time at all before they were at Colin and Louisa’s stable. Though it lacked the size of the Northford stables it served her purposes well. Mostly that neither her brother or sister in law ever set foot in it. They wiped down the horses they’d used, feeding and watering them. She went to give Hermia an apple but her horse snubbed her.

“I know you wanted to go out tonight but I didn’t want anyone to recognize you.” Katie tried again with the apple and Hermia took it this time. It was as if her horse had more sense than she did. Well she knew that! A horse could have told her this was a foolhardy plan doomed to fail, but how else could she help?

“You were in there too long with that last one.” Gareth patted Hermia while chastising Katie. “I was about to haul you out of there. One of these days they are going to keep you talking until someone comes along to catch us.”

“I know, I know. These last ones wanted bloody kisses and an autograph!”

“They could have my autograph and kisses,” Brian yelled from the far end of the stable.

“You are not kissing anyone and in order to sign an autograph you have to know your letters, so have you been practicing? And Brian, we’ve talked about this. This isn’t a good idea. It is dangerous and foolish. I just don’t know what else to do.”

“Girl, you need to listen to what you are saying to the lad, what you know to be right and wrong. Ask some of those fancy friends of yours for the money. They have more than enough, and like you well. They’d give it to you.”

“I know, but then it isn’t really me helping is it?”

“It also wouldn’t be your neck in a noose.”

Katie handed Gareth the collections from today’s haul. It didn’t feel like enough, it never felt like enough. “Buy some bread and milk for those that show up tomorrow, I’ll get more from the kitchen. And send Brian out to buy some second-hand clothes that would fit him. They should work for most of the boys. I’ll see if Bonnie has outgrown anything new for the girls. Winter will be here before we know it, we’ll need warmer clothes soon.” Her groom growled at her.

“You are a big-hearted fool, Katie dear.” 

“I must be to put up with the likes of you two.” His smile told her he may not appreciate what she was doing but he understood why. Knowing he’d follow her down to hell made her rethink everything again, and again but the answer was always the same. “Gare, there is another party in two days. So be ready.” He just shook his head in disappointment. “I know but winter clothes will cost more.”

“Ask your friends. And how are you going to get out of that party? They are going to stop believing you have a headache for every party.”

“That is the beauty of it, I do have a headache for every party. But you make a good point. Maybe for this next one, I’ll join them briefly and then make my escape. Can you leave me a ladder or some way over Colin and Louisa’s hedge?”

“Aye, I can do that. It would be better to just tell them the truth.”

“I will, eventually, just not yet.”

“I swear this is all because you aren’t racing anymore. You’ve traded the rush of the ractrack for the thrill of escaping the noose night after night.”

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” She went up on her tip toes and kissed his cheek. The man blushed like a school girl. “I haven’t been bested on a track and I won’t be here. But I’ll see if I can come up with another way to help the orphans.”
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Caswell smiled as the chit in his arms sighed and attempted to cover her third yawn of boredom. He knew he should be making conversation but instead was fantasizing about running her through with his saber. The thought made him laugh, and lose his count which in turn made him stumble and crush her toes, again. He tried to apologize over the tittering of the girls nearby. Not really her fault he found her dull. He did appreciate the dark curls her hair had been swept up in but even he knew that could be faked. At this point he was tempted to pick her up and have her stand on his Hessians and damn the polish. This was intolerable and he wasn’t the one getting his feet stomped on. Dancing wasn’t something a man picked up on the battlefield and if you didn’t need it there, did you really need it at all?

Except none of those battlefield tactics would do him much good in finding a Duchess. Unless he was going to kidnap one? The thought made him lose count again, and no one missed her yelp of pain or the way she pulled out of his arms and stomped back to her ever-hopeful momma. 

The music of the waltz seemed to swell, the light suddenly too bright, the air thick with scent and smoke from the tapers. He gulped down a breath to steady himself and started after the girl whose name he couldn’t remember, despite feeling no attraction for her. She was completely unsuitable for giving birth to heirs with those narrow hips. Nor would she be able to feed the babe with her meager bosom. He wasn’t such a dullard that he didn’t realize she was a beauty after the most current fashion. He just didn’t have much use for the current fashion, dammit. He was stopped short by a strong hand on his shoulder.

“Macey, why don’t you give them a break for a bit?” Simeon, Duke of Northford laughed at him. At least his laughter was good-natured and Cass didn’t feel embarrassed by it. Who knew being laughed at by a few simpleton girls could wound the way it did. The Calvary should find a way to weaponize it.

He turned to his friend, now mentor in all things Ton, and glared down at him without malice. It wasn’t Simeon’s fault Cass was completely unsuited to the mission he now found himself on. His friend had made a good match for himself and it showed. Simeon wore an air of relaxation that he was still getting used to. He smiled more in the days Cass had been staying with him than he had the entire time they had known each other.

“If I don’t find a woman at this party, I’ll be forced to endure another one.”

“Yes, but if you crush the toes of every available girl in one night you won’t find a match at all. Let’s get you a drink and a few rounds of cards, and let them recover. I think it will do you a world of good. The last one you were fairly scowling at. Honestly, the process is annoying but they aren’t enemy combatants.”

Cass smiled at the complete ridiculousness of the thought. That girl wouldn’t last half a second on a battlefield. The thought made him laugh which knocked some of the tension from his shoulders. Maybe something a little stronger than punch would make the process less awful. He was about to tell Simeon he was ready to give up on the whole mission, a strategic retreat, and wait until the next season when the Duchess Northford walked up and smiled at her husband. 

She was no mincing chit to be blown sideways by the slightest breeze. She was a beauty with her dark hair, blue eyes, and regal carriage. Had Northford managed to find the only half suitable woman in the Ton? He envied Simeon- though as handsome a woman as the Duchess Northford may be, she was too short for his liking, and there was something dangerous about her that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. She was a perfectly delightful woman in every way but on the battlefield he’d learned to trust his instincts. She may be the toast of the Ton and one of a handful of women he’d met he could even converse with, but his instincts held. The woman was dangerous even if he couldn’t see how yet.

Simeon slid his arm around her waist and pulled her closer, not the least bit caring about the gasping of the momma chorus or the tittering of the daughters. Cass looked anywhere but at the two of them. This was why there were rules to society. So people didn’t have to endure watching what they could never have. He cleared his throat to break their attention to each other. It was pointless as usual. 

In school Simeon had been a brawler and taught Cass how to fight. Taciturn and aloof, they had become friends despite the differences in their stations. Simeon hadn’t cared about him being a second son. Cass hadn’t been intimidated by the man’s glower. Northford now used words instead of his fists and the wife had rid him of his glower. These days Simeon was trying to teach him how to be a Duke. Damn his useless brother for getting himself killed. 

“Your Grace.” He made a half bow in the Duchess’s direction. 

“Casswell, I have asked repeatedly that you call me Eleanor.”

“Yes, your Grace.” If he wasn’t mistaken she growled at him under her breath. Whatever the noise it caused Simeon to laugh. 

“Darling, I was sparing the girls any more crushed slippers and taking Cass to get a drink and regroup.”

“You don’t fool me for one minute, darling,” Was it his imagination, or did ‘darling’ sound vaguely threatening coming from her? “You want to win back the money he took you for last week. You are supposed to be helping Casswell find a duchess. You won’t find her in the card room.”

“My love, knowing you and your Heiresses will not accept just anyone being foisted on you. I was going to leave the actual choosing up to you. This little soiree is to get him moving in the right circles.”

“What!” He fairly croaked at the two of them. The two Northfords merely grinned at each other like they had gotten into the best brandy in the house. The sickening sense he was being made the butt of a joke washed over him hot then cold. Years of being respected for his leadership had kept the feeling at bay, but it returned now like a hungry mongrel sure of a hearty meal. Good God he didn’t need a drink, he needed air and to move.

The Duchess was pulled away by some of the group of women he’d seen at the Northford residence. As they walked away two of their husbands approached. 

“They’re plotting.” The Scottish merchant he’d met at Simeon’s house said as an introduction. The Earl he’d also met shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to be the poor bastard on the receiving end of— Oof.” Simeon had put an elbow between the man’s ribs. “Really Simeon, we’re not children anymore!” Simeon cocked his head in Cass’s direction and the other two nodded as if they’d been told he was going to lose his leg. This was becoming intolerable.

“Mr. Campbell, this is a delightful party.” He may not understand Simeon mixing with the merchant but there was no reason he couldn’t be civil to him. He was still learning the rules of engagement in society like he knew the ones for battle but there was no reason to forgo common courtesy either. And he supposed as parties went, this was a good one. At least it wasn’t as crushing as some he’d been to. “Your wife should be proud of herself for such a fine display of your home.” That caused the man to bark out a laugh. 

“My wife spends most of her time making money. This is her home, actually. But yes, the Heiresses do put on a party. Northford, it strikes me if the wives can have a club, why can’t we?”

“Oh, I like this idea!” The Earl next to him nearly shouted. “Can’t stand most clubs, other than the odd agronomy society. What would we call it? It should be something Latin, I think. You could be part of it too, Crawford.”

He had an irrational urge to look over his shoulder for his brother John, with the man using the title he had only barely inherited. He’d been Captain Casswell Macey of the Heavy Cavalry until four months ago when his useless brother had managed to get himself killed. Now he was Duke of Crawford and only wished he were back on a battlefield. “I’m not married to any of those women.” As if they didn’t already know. 

“You are no doubt the next target though and it would be the only requirement for membership.”

“I don’t know if I like the sound of that.”

“With the Heiresses it is best to accept your fate and be happy they’ve granted you an audience,” the merchant said.

“I didn’t ask for their help. Bloody hell, I don’t even want it.”

“Too late.” The three of them said simultaneously. He definitely needed air, a long walk, and maybe that drink after all.
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“Katie I thought we’d agreed you were going to wear your hair up tonight? You have a beautiful slim neck, you should show it off.” She loved her sister-in-law. Maybe if she kept repeating the words to herself then she wouldn’t want to horsewhip the woman who was one of the most managing... Katie had come to this back hall to escape the crush of the ballroom, to get away from the men and their looks and she just wanted to escape.

“Katie does have a beautiful neck but it is her shoulders really which will draw a man’s attention.” This from Virtue, the Venus of the Heiresses of Eris.

“What—“ They all turned to find Eris and Minerva approaching. Well, Eris was actually named Eleanor, though Minerva really was the woman’s given name. 

“Katie, there are several interesting gentlemen we’ve invited for you to meet. Maybe someone will pique your interest? What are you doing hiding back here by the library? They can’t get on your dance card if they can’t find you.”

Bloody hell! None of them had any interest in getting married and now three of them had done it and suddenly felt everyone should be. Who knew marriage was a communicable disease? “What if I don’t want to dance?”

“Don’t be absurd. You have to dance with some of them. How will you find out anything about them otherwise?” Her sister-in-law added helpfully.

Well, she could bloody well talk to them but who could hear anything above the orchestra and everyone shouting over it? But she didn’t say any of those thoughts.

“I think I feel a headache coming on.” They all crossed their arms over their chests like the gorgons their husbands thought they were. Well three of them had husbands. Who worshiped them truth be told, but that didn’t mean the men weren’t slightly terrified of them, for good reason. 

“Oh no, you pulled the headache excuse at the last party. You need to meet people. You are always saying you have no friends beyond us, how are you supposed to make friends if you never talk to anyone.”

But that was the problem. Whenever she tried to talk to any of the men they knew nothing of any of the subjects which interested her. They balked when she tried to talk horse racing or worse tried to explain basic concepts to her in such a way that she wanted to scream at them. And the women of the Ton were worse. If she had to smile through one more monologue comparing this season’s fashions to last she was liable to grab one of Minerva’s knives and do damage to the girl or herself. Truly, what difference could a slight variation in the shade of periwinkle make? She wasn’t entirely sure what color periwinkle even was except to some girls it seemed very important. How important could it be when there were children going to be hungry? But if she so much as mentioned it all talk stopped. Did it occur to any of them that they could help? 

“There is no one, besides you all I care to talk to.” Honestly, they rarely let her get a full thought out but sometimes that was fine too since she missed the quiet of the heath with nothing but the breeze and birds for company.

“Bosh! You just haven’t found your people yet. And you won’t be hiding back here. Come now. Let’s get you mingling.” Louisa tugged on her hand, and Katie snapped it out of her sister-in-law’s grasp.

“Louisa, I really would rather not.”

“Then why get all dressed up?” This from Minerva. Oh, maybe because they prodded and badgered her into this ridiculous frock and borrowed jewels. There were enough layers of skirting to cover several horses. Merely the thought made her ache to be in britches.

“No, if she doesn’t want to, don’t make her.” Finally, Virtue had come to her rescue! “Though I did hear several men saying the Cat was sure to lose his next race, he’d been caught cheating and had his advantages stripped away from him.”

“But you know it isn’t true! I’ve been in London for months! Where are they, I’ll show them he’s been cheating...” It was then she remembered Virtue was the Heiress most likely to drive you mad. Dammit. “Well played. I’m not falling for your games.”

Virtue lifted one delicate eyebrow. “It was worth a try.”

“Can I collect my wits? I’ll be out there shortly. I need some air.”

“And you won’t make for the stables as soon as we are out of sight?” Eleanor asked the question they were all thinking.

“No.” She sounded like one of the girls out there looking for a husband. Answering the man no when they really meant yes. If the Heiresses heard the lie in her voice they let it go. The only one of the “Heiresses” not married was Virtue. She seemed to have her cap fixed on the Viscount, Eleanor’s brother. Not sure what was stopping them but something surely was. And she didn’t think it was the woman’s unknown father. This group, male or female made hay of that kind of scandal. Whatever, if the woman succumbed to a man’s charms more the fool her. She was made of sterner stuff. She prided herself on making mistakes once and learning the lesson they taught.

They were all waiting for a real answer. “Fine! I promise not to go to the stables. Besides I couldn’t very well go there in these fine clothes now, could I?” 

“Swear.” They said as one back to her. They knew her too well. Of course, they would have done the same to any of them. You don’t get a reputation among your men for plotting for nothing. 

“Fine, I swear I won’t go to the stables.” Gareth had said he would meet her on the other side of the garden hedge. She only needed to get out the library window while there was still some night left. She wanted this one little freedom. The little bit of coin she took meant next to nothing to the people she took it from and so much to the orphans she gave it to. Poor Brian hadn’t known they would start showing up the way they did. But how could she refuse any of them? Thomas had wept when she gave him an old pair of boots. Little Emily had jumped for joy at getting one of her old shawls to keep her warm. It was maddening to spend time in the stables with those hungry children and then show up at one of the Heiresses houses and be draped in jewels and fine clothes. The Heiresses meant well, but they couldn’t understand. She felt more in common with those children.

The men she met at the parties they hosted were more of the same. She had yet to meet a man whom she could spend even a few minutes with without wanting to tear her hair from her head. They were either simpletons with important educations where they had learned nothing. Or blow-hards who were very impressed with their own meagre accomplishments. There were a few men who were interesting, even accomplished but lacked any kind of presence to the point she would have had to constantly hold herself back from not overwhelming them. 

As nice as the Heiresses were, they couldn’t seem to see the problem was her. She was never going to find a man in London, never mind the Ton. Not even in the crowd who found the Heiresses acceptable company. Men found her exasperating, wild, impetuous, untameable. Interesting at first, but then they wanted something more socially acceptable, more biddable. And when she tried to be, they wanted something else, at least the way she was she enjoyed her own company. She’d learned that when she was young and didn’t need another lesson.

“Please, I really do have a headache,” Not a lie but one she felt sure would be cured with a little night air and room to run. “I’m only going to go into the library and convince myself this will all be over soon.”

“Really Katie, there is no reason to be dramatic.” She stared at Minerva and they all laughed. They were Heiresses, drama was their bread and butter.

As the Heiresses walked away from the library she heard her sister-in-law say, “That girl is going to end up with a groom with the amount of time she spends there.” At least a groom would understand her affection for her horse. There was a time when none of them wished to marry and now three of the four had turned traitor and done it anyway. They’d manage to meet men strong enough to stand up to them but it didn’t mean there were any left for her. Besides, what did she need with some man who would presume to tell her what to do? But could she explain that to the women, no. 

“Virtue, what did you think of the new Duke?” Eleanor, the de facto leader of the group, asked the only woman left who hadn’t married.

“I think there isn’t a single girl here whose toes he hasn’t crushed. A man such as he needs to learn to contain himself.” Virtue’s words bit at old wounds of Katie’s own and she wanted to yell at the four of them that asking someone to ‘contain’ themselves was a fool’s bargain. Truly, she needed to get out of here and ride. The wind in her face was the only thing to stopper the scream building in her chest. 

Once in the library, she raised the sash and stuck her head out. The night was clear and crisp with enough moon they wouldn’t be riding blind but not so much they could be identified. There was a convenient stone below the window so she didn’t have to jump down and risk turning an ankle. Gareth said he’d left a ladder on this side of Colin and Louisa’s garden hedge. All she had to do was find it and she was safely rid of the suffocation of this party. Blast, why did they need such a large garden? 
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He didn’t get the walk, and the drink wasn’t helping. Even in the card room he fought for air with the smoke from too many pipes and cigars. He was having trouble following the hand and was losing at cards, a truer measure of how addled he felt, than anything else. Why would a bunch of women he barely knew decide he should be their next project? The thought struck terror in him in the way facing an enemy never had.

“Crawford, your play.” Lansford, the Earl, nodded to him.

“To hell with it, take my money.” He threw in his hand and everyone else did too. 

“Dammit, it isn’t any fun if you give up.” Simeon barked at him as he tossed his cards in.

“Too bad.” 

“If I were you, I would just let them find you a wife. Honestly, I’ve never been happier. What about you two?” Simeon asked his friends. Both nodded at him with smiles on their faces. 

“It isn’t the finding a wife, more like finding a life. Simeon all this House of Lords stuff is all very well for you. And you sir, have your businesses,” He gestured to Mr. Campbell, the merchant. “And you have your... farming, was it?” He asked the Earl. 

“Agronomy, soil actually. It is a fine distinction but— “

“Oh bloody hell, James. Please don’t explain it.” Simeon groaned. “So what you are saying Macey is you are wondering what to do with
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