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CHAPTER ONE






The sun streaming into the
stable woke Anthony. A blanket covered his body but he quickly
realized that he was lying on the straw alone.

"Gabriel?" he called
softly, already knowing he wouldn't get the response he wanted.
Only the neighing of a horse replied. He pulled the blanket around
his shoulders, shivering in a sudden draught.

The stable door opened and
Jim called out. "Anthony? Are you in here?"

Readjusting his trousers,
Anthony struggled out of the straw, groaning as he could still feel
the after-effects of Gabriel's strong hand
on his behind. "Yes," he called back with an edge of
annoyance.

"Where have you been? It's
past eight. Mr Beaumont is furious the horses haven't been
exercised this morning." Jim stood by the open door, nervously
chewing his lip. "You better have a good excuse."

Anthony buried his face in
his hands. "He is going to kill me." He threw the blanket off his
shoulders and made to leave to stable. Jim grabbed his arm to stop
him.

"You can't go up there
covered in hay." He started to pick off the straw
from Anthony's hair and beard. Anthony shrugged him off and brushed
the straw off his shirt.

"It doesn't matter, I'm
dead either way. It will just give him more of an excuse to dismiss
me." And ignoring the uncomfortable feeling of straw scratching
against his tender skin, Anthony sprinted up to the house. Excuse
after excuse ran through his head, but nothing he
thought of would make any difference to Mr Beaumont. He made it to
the servant's entrance, panting heavily.

"Carlyle!"

Anthony cringed at the
sound of his name. The Butler, Jos, called for him from the
pantry.

"Master demands your
presence."

"I know, I know," Anthony
groaned, wandering through the kitchen, "Jim told me. I'm
going to be dismissed, aren't I?"

"You are already on
notice. It's not looking good." Jos replied honestly, not looking
away from his work where he sat stitching a stray button back onto
his tailcoat.

Anthony sighed and trudged
up the stairs to the main entrance hall, leaving a small trail of
straw in his wake. He knocked on Mr Beaumont's library
door.

"Come!"

He knew this could mean
the end of his days on the estate. Much to his surprise, Gabriel
was with Mr
Beaumont. His clothes were perfect and
unwrinkled, his hair neat with no sign of having spent a rough
night in a stable.

"Carlyle, my son has been
informing me of what happened last night."

Anthony whipped his head
up to face Gabriel, his eyes wide with surprise. He swallowed hard.
Surely Gabriel wouldn't implicate himself. He tried the neutral
approach, by not saying much at all.

"Yes, Sir?"

"Yes," said Mr Beaumont,
walking around the desk to stand in front of Anthony. The older man
didn't cut quite the imposing figure his son did, but Anthony still
felt about three feet tall under his gaze.

"He told me that he fell
from his horse and you found him unconscious in the grounds last
night. That you brought him around and helped him back to the
house, too late for curfew; that he would not allow you to call for
the physician, so you took him to the stables and watched over him
all night to ensure his safety."

Anthony tried to make his
face as impassive as possible, to show that the story wasn't news
to him. He nodded and feigning modesty he dipped his head to hide
his astonishment. Gabriel had outright lied to his
father.

"Is this true?" Mr
Beaumont asked. Anthony raised his head looking Mr Beaumont in the
eyes. In his peripheral vision, he saw Gabriel nod.

"Yes, Sir." Anthony's
palms were sweating. He surreptitiously wiped them on his trousers,
feeling a stray piece of straw stick to his skin.

"Thank you," said Mr
Beaumont, moving towards Gabriel. He patted his son on his chest.
"I don't know what I'd do if I lost this one." Anthony noticed a
light blush coming up in Gabriel's cheek.

"Father," Gabriel chided
in a whisper.

Mr Beaumont addressed
Anthony again.

"Your wages are reinstated
and no further punishment," he said. He turned on his heel and
waved him away. "You may go."

Without waiting in case
the older man changed his mind Anthony thanked him again and
quickly left the room. He leaned against the wall beside the now
closed door of the library and breathed out a heavy sigh of relief.
It was too much.

Without warning, Gabriel
walked into the room. When Anthony moved to thank him, Sarabelle
materialized. Gabriel spoke firmly to cover their awkward
situation. "And I expect you to have Hector ready for me to ride in
twenty minutes."

"Yes Sir" Their eyes met
again, then Anthony nodded and tore himself away from the wall to
run downstairs
to the kitchens. He didn't stop running until
he'd made it back to the stables. He took a deep drink from the
water barrel. He cupped his hands together and tossed water over
his face and sighed in relief. He hadn't been dismissed or whipped
for indolence. Gabriel had lied for him.

Even though it was a cover
story, Gabriel was true to his word and was walking down to the
stables while Anthony saddled and brushed Hector the black stallion
in the yard. He looked up from his work to see his master draw
closer. The hand which held the brush moved mechanically over the
same spot of the horse's hindquarters the closer Gabriel
came.

"Thank you," he said
softly. "For what you said to your father."

A soft pink rose in
Gabriel's cheeks and he looked away embarrassed. He waved it off
with a flick of his hand. "It was my fault." His eyes met Anthony's
green ones. "You were right, with everything you said. You have
been taking the fall for me ever since we were
children."

"That's what I'm for,"
Anthony murmured, going back to his brushing. He moved onto the
mane, to give him an excuse not to look at Gabriel any
longer.

"No, you're
not," Gabriel said and put his hand over Anthony's to stay the
brush. "You're my friend, not my whipping boy."

Anthony blushed bright
red. "Last night would tell me otherwise."

"I am sorry for
that."

"No need to be. I, I kind
of liked it," Anthony shyly looked back up at Gabriel through his
eyelashes, biting his lip.

Gabriel bit his own lip
and stepped around the horse to be on the same side as
Anthony.

"Perhaps we could do it
again," Gabriel said in a whisper.

"Perhaps." Anthony agreed
with a smile.

Gabriel looked around
them, looking for any eavesdroppers. "My father is leaving for Town
in two days’ time. He has business that doesn't require
me," Gabriel didn't voice the thought that 'business' usually meant
his father would be going to the gambling houses.

"He'll be away for a
fortnight," Gabriel’s fingers drifted over the horse's shining
coat, seeking out Anthony's hand. Their fingers brushed against
each other. "You could stay… with me." His voice was almost
inaudible on the last word. Without thinking he raised his hand to
cup Anthony's face, his fingertips ghosted along Anthony's beard
before he remembered they were out in the open.

He moved back around to
the other side of the horse, gripped the reins and saddle in order
to mount it. Anthony stepped back to allow Gabriel's leg to swing
over the horse and into the stirrup. Anthony couldn't resist
running his hand down Gabriel's strong thigh in the pretence of
adjusting the leather straps of the saddle.

"I'll send for you,"
Gabriel murmured, then wheeled his horse around to gallop out of
the gate and down towards the dales.


CHAPTER TWO


Gabriel changed the course
of his riding once he knew he'd be out of view and headed towards
the village. The horse's hooves thundered along the dirt road,
covering the miles quickly. The woods of the estate flashed by
until they receded into open fields. Farmhouses with their
little stone fences passed by. The open road turned into a narrow
lane bridge over the river that led directly to the village church.
Gabriel veered and took the road that led to the merchant shops.
Both horse and rider were out of breath by the time they arrived at
the village tavern.

Elegantly, he dismounted
and led Hector to the water trough. A few heads turned in his
direction, perhaps wondering why the son of their landlord was at
the pub so early in the day. There was only one man
working at
the bar, who was cleaning a tankard. Gabriel
strode up to him. The bartender quickly put down his busy
work.

"Mr Beaumont, can I help
you, Sir?"

Gabriel gave the dank
tavern one more glance around. "I'm looking for someone who works
here. He is short, has brown curly hair."

The bartender held up his
hand and nodded. "Warwick. He's not in today."

"Where can I find
him?"

"You can try his home. He
lives above the pie shop."

"Thank you," Gabriel said
a left a coin on the bar before he turned and left to go back into
the sunshine.

A loud knocking on the
door roused
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