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            Epigraph & Praise for Vicki Stiefel

          

          SANNA BRAND’S ALTER EGO

        

      

    

    
      Epigraph

      
        
        The bond that links your true family is not one of blood, but of respect and joy in each other's life.

        —Richard Bach

      

      

      

      Ascendant, The Made Ones

      “I really thought this was a fitting ending [to the Made Ones trilogy], and I bloody loved it!…A great series that I have no hesitation in recommending.”—Archaeolibrarian

      “The Made Ones Saga has been on my favorites list since I read Altered in 2019. This sci-fi/ fantasy/ romance mashup conclusion… is epic!”—Whiskey with My Book

      Changed, The Made Ones Saga

      “This was a fantastic second book. Absolutely recommended by me!”—Archaeolibrarian

      “Changed is complex, captivating, dangerous and heartwarming.  So if you are looking for fantasy, scifi, and/or romance you might want to check this one out.”—Whiskey with My Book

      Altered, The Made Ones Saga

      “Altered contains romance, humor, flying horses, and a playfulness that any lover of fantasy or romance will want to spend their entire weekend devouring. This superbly written and well-edited book necessitates a rating of 4 out of 4 stars.” —OnlineBookClub

      “Altered is a delightfully different book. I loved the characters and the world the author created.  The whole subject of parallel universes is fascinating.  It’s a simple story but tugs at your heartstrings.  Makes one wonder, how would I react if this happened to me?” —Cranky The Book Curmudgeon

      

      The Afterworld Chronicles

      “This third book in the Afterworld Chronicles, Chest of Time, sets quite the fast pace putting them all including Larrimer and their band of followers in even more dangerous, complex, and challenging situations…enjoy this wild and intense ride. — Lynn Latimer, reviewer

      “Chest of Stone is a fast-paced urban fantasy with plenty of action and eclectic, vibrant world-building. Ms Stiefel’s… writing is very original, it just flows, always in the moment, always unconstrained. There was nothing formulaic about Chest of Stone, and I thoroughly enjoyed that. — Nocturnal Book Reviews

      “Chest of Bone’s writing style is innovative, the world is very interesting and provocative. It's a great story! I’s a bunch of crazy, but it's GOOD crazy, with some super vivid scenes and fascinating characters.” —Nocturnal Book Reviews

      

      The Tally Whyte series

      “This is an amazing thriller with action on almost every page. The heroine is strong, independent and sees things nobody else does… Vicki Stiefel writes a brilliant psychological thriller.” —Book Review.com

      “Tally is a compelling protagonist—edgy, compassionate and vulnerable—with a clipped narrating style that keeps the tricky plot in focus. She can hold her own against genre heavyweights like John Sanford and Patricia Cornwell.” —Publishers Weekly

      “Compelling, touching,  and a pleasure to read.” —Robert Parker

      “Three words describe the Tally Whyte series: Intense. Addictive. Chilling. Tally's personality will draw you in as surely as the mystery does in this series.” —Fresh Fiction

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Impossible Choice…

          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Rosamund Fielding hides a secret so terrible it could ruin her, her family, and Major General Lord Rhys Lansdowne, the man she loves. Rose and Rhys were inseparable in childhood—their friendship was the one shining light in Rose’s dark upbringing.

      Yet when Rhys proposes, Rose refuses, for he can never know her shameful truth.

      Returned from the Napoleonic wars and now the Marquess of Ravenscroft, Rhys is determined to uncover the reason behind Rose's rejection and win her hand and her heart once and for all.

      Yet Rose’s father, Earl Fielding, is demanding Rose accept Brigadier Viscount Pennworth's marriage proposal, threatening dire consequences if she does not obey.

      Time is of the essence as Rose faces this difficult crossroad, where she is forced to confront past demons and choose a path.

      Should she marry Rhys, deceiving him, and forever be branded a liar in his eyes? She cannot.

      Wed Pennworth? Never.

      Or flee? Away from Rhys, away from her father, and away from all she holds dear.

      Rose has faced many dangerous choices in her life. Will this final one destroy her?

    

  


  
    
      To Monica Enderle Pierce ~

      A superb writer and an even better friend

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The bond that links your true family is not one of blood, but of respect and joy in each other's life.

        —Richard Bach

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          1802, ENGLAND

        

      

    

    
      The click of a cocked shotgun, and fear shot down Rosamund’s spine.

      Holding Tessa’s lead in a fierce grip, she froze. The person holding the gun stood by the copse, a youth, for he was smaller than Papa. At eight, Rose was tall for her age, but he looked a lot bigger.

      Any minute, he might point the barrel in her direction. He wore a huge, wide-brimmed leather hat, so she couldn’t see his face. Maybe he was a stable hand with those thick boots and that rough barn jacket that came to his knees. He uncocked and broke the gun, then hefted it onto his shoulder, walking toward her with confident strides.

      Rosamund had come to Ravenscroft to give them Tessa. Papa once said with scorn they "cosset their animals," so this would be a good home for Tessa and her pups.

      The youth was almost upon her when he spoke in a husky voice. "Who might you be, and what are you doing on our land?"

      Rose knew she would have to speak to the Ravenscroft people, and she had dressed appropriately and practiced lowering her voice, so they would think she was a boy. "I am here to see your stable master."

      "What are you doing with that dog?"

      "She is my dog, Tessa."

      "Where are you from?" he said.

      Tessa’s belly moved in and out, and the young man tilted his head as if not understanding.

      Hadn’t he ever seen animals having babies? Rose pointed in the vague direction of their estate.

      "Fielding. I see," he said. "How did you get here?"

      Boys could be so dumb. "We walked." Obviously.

      He said nothing for a long time. What was wrong with him? She should just start down the hill towards the stables. He wouldn’t shoot her. Probably.

      “I will give you a ride home in our gig,” he said.

      No. Rose would not turn back now. “I need to see your stable master.”

      The rain had eased, but a chill breeze started her shivering again from the earlier downpour’s soaking. Oh, how she wanted to be in her bed, nestled beside Tessa who would lick her face.

      “I won’t go home until I see the stable master.” She crossed her arms like Papa did when he was angry.

      The villain chuckled. “Come with me, then.”

      

      Rhys could not believe that the scrawny girl with her pregnant dog had walked from the Fielding estate to theirs on a miserable rainy day like this one. Her thinking was not sound, not at all. The odds she would be injured were high. Or the dog could have gone into labor. Or crossing the log bridge, the girl might have fallen into the river below. Ridiculous child.

      He’d been in the woods on one of his survey missions, for he must be canny and sharp when he joined the cavalry in a few years. Surveying the estate was one of his self-appointed tasks, which was where he’d found the girl and her pregnant dog, her disguise as a boy not fooling him in the least.

      He would get the pair to the barn and drive them home in the trap.

      When they neared the stables, Fergus stepped from beneath an archway, skepticism writ large on his face. Ravenscroft’s stable master was a canny one and shot Rhys a look that said the girl’s disguise also failed to fool him.

      She ran up to Fergus and stretched out her fisted hand holding the rope. “Please take Tessa. Please.”

      Fergus’ gray eyes bored down onto her. “And why would I do that, young sir?”

      For some reason, Fergus was going along with her playacting at being a boy. Odd. Rhys shrugged. It didn’t matter.

      Leading Tessa, the child inched closer to Fergus and petted her dog’s head. “She is a purebred English setter. She got herself in the family way.” A flush brushed the child’s cheeks, but she didn’t seem to care. “You must take her. You must.” The girl notched her chin as she stared at the six-foot-tall, grizzled stable master who brooked no nonsense. Many a time, that steel gaze had sliced Rhys to ribbons. The girl did not flinch, determination taut in every fiber of her being.

      “And what am I to do with the pups?” Fergus said. “We would have to feed and house the litter. That costs quite a few farthings.”

      The chit smiled. “I can help with that. I get a monthly gift of pence from my papa, and I will give it all to you if you will take Tessa and raise her puppies. You could give some away if you wanted. Only to good homes, though.”

      Rhys bit back the laugh about to explode. “You have a lot of demands, child.”

      “My Lord,” Fergus interrupted. “I would suggest returning to the house before your father notices you are in possession of the shotgun and prowling the home wood on your own. You may be tall for your age, but you are only half-grown.”

      Rhys puffed up. At twelve, he was nearly a man. Boys of fourteen went off to war and that was but two years away. But Fergus had cut him down like a hatchet to a sapling.

      The girl twirled to stare at him. “You are only a boy, too. Look at you acting like a grown-up, like someone in charge.”

      Rhys gave her teeth, but Fergus’s eyes warned him not to overstep. He had almost blurted he was a courtesy earl. Patrick, his sarcastic younger brother, wouldn’t hesitate with a set-down. But Rhys admired her pluck. Hard not to.

      Which was when it struck him that she was Earl Fielding’s daughter. How strange he had not met her before this. The girl was something special, and nothing like he imagined an earl’s daughter to be.

      She thrust the dog’s rope toward Rhys. “Take her. Please, take her. If you do not, she will die.”

      The desperation in those big green eyes gave him pause. She was terrified, that was plain. Rumors filtered through his mind, ones about Earl Fielding. Nasty ones.

      He held out his hand for the rope, and the girl’s eyes morphed into a mixture of joy and sorrow.

      With tight lips she handed it to him, got down on her knees, and hugged the soggy setter, burying her face in the dog’s wet fur. She inhaled deeply, then whispered in the pup’s ear. He could imagine her words, for he knew well the loss of parting from a beloved animal.

      The girl rose, her expressive face calm. She did not weep. But those eyes, those damned eyes drew him in with a look of tragedy he’d long remember.

      “Thank you.” She turned and thanked Fergus, as well, then strode back toward the hill.

      “Wait!” Rhys handed Fergus the dog’s rope and ran after her. “Hold up.” She patiently waited with her soggy clothes and sad eyes. “I will give you a ride home.”

      She shook her head. “No thank you, my lord.”

      Stubborn, too. “I will take you in the cart and pretend I’m delivering an order to the kitchens. No one at the house need ever know you were gone.”

      She assessed him as if determining whether or not he was worthy. The girl must have seen something acceptable, because she nodded. “All right. Thank you.”

      Rhys readied the trap and began harnessing the pony.

      “What a beautiful Welsh Mountain Pony,” the chit said.

      He grinned as he slung on the saddle and put the breeching around the pony’s body, fastening the crupper about his tail. Few adults in this locale knew the breed. Impressive for a little squirt. “He is that.”

      She scratched the pony’s head. “Did you know they were here before the Romans came?”

      “I did.” That she knew came as another surprise. He finished harnessing the pony and climbed onto the seat. “Come on up. What is your name? And I already know you’re a girl, so don’t bother giving me something fake.”

      She scrambled up to the seat. “Rosamund.”

      “Lady Rosamund. Rose. But you’re not exactly a Rose, though you are prickly enough for one. No, with that shade of hair—”

      She scrunched her little face and wagged a finger. “Do not say carrot. Don’t you dare.”

      He grinned. “I was about to say Rosie.”

      “Rosie? No one calls me that!”

      Such a fierce child, determined and curious. “That is why I shall. Get on the floor in front of my legs.”

      Rosamund climbed into the small space before him. “What is your name?”

      “Lansdowne.”

      “Your full name?” she said, lying down. “I need to know, my lord.”

      He placed a basket of vegetables beside her head and flung a blanket atop the pile of girl and produce. He had already learned people saw what they expected or wished to see.

      Rhys inwardly groaned. “Griffin George Rhys Alistair Lansdowne. My tutor calls me Talbot, as I am currently Earl Talbot.”

      “Talbot? But you’re a Ravenscroft, aren’t you?”

      “Of course I’m a Ravenscroft. Someday, I will be marquess. But my father, along with being a marquess, is also Earl Talbot, and that became my courtesy title at birth.”

      “Oh. Well, as I see it, if you are giving me the nickname Rosie, then I can call you Rhys, which is my favorite of your names.”

      It was his favorite, too, what his mother had called him. He laughed. “Understood. I expect we will become friends after this.”

      Rosie grinned. “Friends.”

      Rhys flicked the reins, and off they went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          1816, 14 YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      The soirée was intimate by haute ton standards, though exclusive was more apt when describing Almack’s assembly rooms. But Rosamund, with her dislike of crowds, found it a crush. To dodge the raptor gaze of Almack’s patronesses, she’d positioned herself behind a palm frond and indulged in reading her book.

      Though off-season, Almack’s patronesses were hosting several assemblies to celebrate the war’s end. Lady Fielding wished her girls, Charlotte and Claire, to attend them, so the entire family had made the journey to town from Fielding Manor.

      Rose sighed and turned the page in Emma, the newest book “By a Lady.” At times, she wished for Emma’s petite frame, pale complexion, and blonde hair. But only sometimes, for Rose’s tall, spare frame worked well atop a horse, though she didn’t love the multiplicity of freckles she gained from her hours spent outdoors. And while her eyes were a startling green, rather than the popular limpid blue, the color complemented her auburn hair, even if blonde locks were the fashion.

      Ah, well. The more she imagined looking like Emma Woodhouse, the more she was content. For Emma could not permit the sun to splash across her face as Rose did. Nor could she leap atop a horse without the aid of a mounting block. And of course, were she a perfectly beautiful woman, annoying suitors would plague her even more, hungry for her dowry.

      Rose turned the page. She had loved the writer’s earlier works, and Emma was becoming a favorite, as perfect Emma was deliciously un-self-aware and quite amusing.

      A burst of laughter, the chatter of the cotillion intruding. The voices, the sounds, the smells—all familiar. And tiresome. Clinking glasses, tittering laughs, and swooshing gowns were accompanied by the occasional shriek when a celebrated person entered the room.

      Rose used her finger as a placeholder, her mind growing chaotic. She swallowed, the insipid ratafia punch taste lingering on her tongue. He might come.

      Cedric, her cousin, said it was a possibility. Ceddie might be a terrible gossip, the ton chatter his meat and drink, but another acquaintance had echoed his words. Her stepsisters were giddy with the possibility of “our neighbor, the famous war hero’s, return.” They were young, twenty and twenty-two, and in their first and second seasons. Rose smiled. She adored them and their sweet enthusiasm.

      He never used to enjoy Town, but still… He might appear.

      To all of England’s great relief, the war with Napoleon had finally ended, with the Little General now ensconced on Saint Helena. Rose hoped he stayed put this time. British troops had flooded home, and Lord Griffin George Rhys Alistair Lansdowne, Marquess of Ravenscroft was one of them, laden with honors and medals, and the youngest major general on Wellington’s staff. Knowing Rhys, he would disdain the gilt and kudos.

      Rhys was safe now, which was all that mattered, but the prospect of seeing him made Rose waver between elation and terror, for she had not seen her best friend in eight long years.

      Ahhhs and sighs rippled through the room. Every fiber of Rose’s being stood on high alert.

      Rose craned her neck and sighed. The newest arrival was the Prince Regent. The prince wasn’t a bad fellow, but he wasn’t a particularly good one, either.

      Nearby, her sire, Lord Fielding shoved his way toward the prince, her stepsisters and Lady Beatrice in tow, determined to introduce them. His lordship always found the lures of prestige and royalty irresistible.

      Rose sat back, repositioning the palm leaf. Each wallflower beside her was high born, enough so that the patronesses offered them vouchers. Each was lovely in her own fashion, which happened to be out of fashion with most of the ton. Consideration of character sat on a much lower rung than beauty or money. Rose’s bluestocking tendencies were anathema, as well, and her broaching of intellectual topics put off many a gentleman, as intended.

      Oh, dear. She set her book aside and stood as the earl and her stepmother approached. Rose’s anxiety, unusually high, made her reflexively pat her leather-lined pocket where her knife always rested.

      “Your Lordship, Lady Fielding.” She smiled and curtsied. “Are you enjoying the evening?”

      His lordship wore a concerned frown. “Why aren’t you dancing, sweeting?”

      Revulsion shivered through Rose as she stared at the handsome man who had sired her, at his artfully styled auburn hair, with its wings of white. His imperious nose stared down at her, his mean eyes calculating.

      She held his gaze, fighting the terrible dread that always accompanied his presence. “But I have danced, sir, with Lord Atherton and Sir Kingsley. As you know, I prefer to read.”

      His eyes laughed, but his tone remained smooth and earnest. “Lovely Rosamund, reading is a waste of good—”

      “Now, Cornelius,” Lady Bea said. The tall, curvaceous woman whom Rose adored patted her husband’s arm. “Your daughter is where she wishes to be.”

      The earl’s mouth thinned, but the orchestra struck up a waltz, a dance newly permitted at the assembly rooms. Bea took his arm, eyes sparkling, and suggested they take a turn.

      The earl relented and off they went, though Rose caught his spark of fury directed at her.

      Rose gave a relieved sigh and leaned back in her chair. Encounters with that maggot pie were exhausting. Some days, she felt as a will-o’-the-wisp, tossed this way and that by the earl’s edicts and demands.

      Renewed murmurs, more titters, and a shriek. Ah, a handsome male had entered. Rose couldn’t quite see the entrance, but she would not stand up. That wasn’t at all the thing.

      More oohs and ahhs as the important someone approached the marble landing to be announced. She half-rose, pretending to straighten her skirts, gasped, and thumped back on the seat.

      Rhys was here. Her heart nearly stopped, her joy so full.

      He had led his share of cavalry charges on the Peninsula, but his acumen at strategy had gained him his position with Wellington’s staff. Rhys saw far beyond what others perceived. He had always been brilliant, Rose knew that, of course. But he was also funny and wise and kind, traits not mentioned in the dispatches from the front.

      Rose began to tremble. Drat! Though she’d seen him a few times while he’d attended the Royal Military Academy, more than a decade had passed since they’d spent much time together. Nonetheless, she knew him—she always would—and his and his sister Susannah’s letters enabled Rosamund to keep him close during the wars.

      But war changed a man. She had seen it herself in Fielding’s returning staff, most of whom the earl had turned away due to their injuries, much to Rose’s sorrow and horror.

      Her breath stuttered out. Terror at seeing Rhys was winning over elation.

      Was she perspiring? Dear heavens, don’t let her be perspiring.

      Should she reopen Emma and pretend to read? Perhaps leave it closed and chatter with a lady seated nearby. Maybe she should stand? No. No.

      She wanted Rhys to seek her out, needed him to want to see her. Their letters during the war indicated he did. And yet…

      Perhaps he had moved beyond their old friendship, after all, progressed so far from her reach that he no longer felt as she did.

      Rosamund reopened her book and sank into the narrative. Or at least pretended to do so.

      A presence approached.

      She wasn’t a coward. Yet she could not look up. With her nose buried in Emma, all she saw were white dress breeches, stockings, and black slippers.

      Rosamund raised her face, and breath ceased to exist.

      He wore his smart red dress uniform jacket, complete with medals and gold braiding, a sash wrapped around his waist. His ravens-wing hair, now clipped short, had turned white as snow.

      Susannah had written about Rhys’ hair changing color and how he often removed his hat so the enemy could spot him first. Idiotic, high-minded man.

      The color change nonetheless startled her, though she knew of it. But those eyes, the color of a bluebird’s wing, had not changed. Rose stared into them, shocked by their unfathomable sorrow mingled with an incandescent joy, the coupled emotions seemingly impossible.

      He loomed larger than she remembered, but leaner, too, and it hurt that war had worn him down.

      Rosamund dipped her head, her cheeks on fire, while her blood seemed to rush to her toes.

      A white-gloved hand appeared, palm up, and he leaned forward. He was warm, his breath a balm on her cheek.

      “Come dance with me, Rosie?” he said, his voice a rough whisper.

      Tears threatened, eyes aching to spill. No one but he called her Rosie.

      “Lady Rosamund?” he said.

      Without raising her face, she placed her gloved hand in his, his grip confident.

      He was here. The man she had loved forever. Also the man forbidden to her by her own sense of fairness and justice.

      “Lord Ravenscroft.” She stood, tipping her head to peer up at his great height. His face was stark and drawn and weathered, with fresh lines absent from the boy who had left for military college when he was sixteen and she twelve. And yet, the humor and delight in those eyes shined bright, too.

      He leaned forward again, his breath brushing her ear. “You look quite lovely, Rosie mine.”

      “Thank you, my lord.” Why had her voice trembled like a chit just out of the schoolroom? “I am no fashion plate. Nor do I aspire to be one. Rather, I am a mature woman long on the shelf.”

      He laughed as he walked her toward the dance floor. “Absurd. You are but six-and-twenty.”

      Rosamund pursed her lips.

      “Then am I an old codger at thirty?”

      Rose’s lips twitched, but she somehow managed to keep her solemn air. “I often assist Lady Fielding as a chaperone, Lord Ravenscroft.” She nodded toward her stepmother and sisters.

      Grinning, he glanced their way, then fastened his gaze on her. “If they knew the real you and all your misdeeds, they would not let you chaperone a pony.”

      She sniffed. “I am a different person now than when you left.”

      “I should hope so, considering the last occasion we spent any time together, you were but twelve. But your letters tell the tale.”

      True, they had written many letters to each other via her friend Lucy, though their frequency had diminished after the Peninsula campaign.

      “In fact,” he said. “I would bet Ravenscroft Manor that you tumbled into as many scrapes as you did when we were children.”

      She laughed. “I believe you would lose your estate, sir.”

      “And I believe you are bamming me. Come, Lady Rosamund. Let us dance.”

      Rhys was back, and Rose had never been so happy. Or so sad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhys could not believe his Rosie was here, twirling the room in his arms. Rosamund was the fiercest girl he had ever met. Had she been on the battlefield, they would’ve won the war that much sooner. Yet she was a deeply compassionate soul, as well, caring for all wounded people and creatures. And him.

      That day they had met at Ravenscroft when she had brought Tessa to them, their friendship had bloomed until they could finish each other’s sentences.

      She’d been quixotic as a child, impetuous and exuberant. Now she took his breath away, her uncommon grace exquisite.

      Through the blood and the battles, the cries of the wounded, and the silence of the dead, her letters had warmed his soul. Those missives had also allowed him to see her grow from child to adult.

      Ever since he’d met her, Rose was his stay, his warmth, and his delight, of which there was little to be had at Ravenscroft after his mother’s passing. His Rosie would write him notes, send birthday cards, and gift him shells or pebbles, all telling him he mattered. She brought a wild joy to his life, and that was but one of the many reasons he loved her dearly.

      Yet something had profoundly affected his Rosie. He could not explain it, for her letters remained enthusiastic, a joy to read. But between the lines, he sensed a hovering cloud that had darkened with each passing year.

      Not once had she hinted of anything amiss, even when he’d queried her. Now that they were together again, he was determined to find out what exactly was plaguing the woman he adored.

      

      Rose was stunned—all her dreams had come true. Well, most of them.

      Rhys had not been seriously injured in the war, thank all the stars in the sky. He was whole, albeit thin. And they were dancing. Oh, how often she had imagined them waltzing, and it was splendid, even better than her fantasies. His grip on her hand and waist was gentle, but firm and authoritative.

      But her thoughts trod a dark path, one dangerous both to herself and her dear friend. She would not, could not allow him inside.

      Ah. It seemed she had become as unaware as most of the ton. Rhys was already inside, and he always would be. Heavens forfend her feelings showed. That would be disastrous, perhaps deadly, for both of them.

      “How are your siblings, Rhys? From Susannah’s letters, she and Thomasina are fixed at Woodbine.”

      “They are, and doing well.”

      “Susannah says Thomasina is a wonder with the horses you breed and raise there.”

      “All true.”

      “What of Patrick? I know of his prominence in the victory at Trafalgar.”

      “He continues his obsession with the sea.”

      “And the Royal Navy?”

      Rhys chuckled. “Same obsession.”

      “Your cavalry compulsion I understood, given you talked about it ad nauseam. Yet I would swear Patrick, but a year younger, fixated on the sea to outdo you, in his mind at least. And your father, of course.”

      “That he did, Rosie, but his passion for the sea is quite real.”

      “Are you enjoying your stay in London?” she asked.

      He raised a single black-winged brow, the one that bore a small scar from the time they had climbed the forbidden oak tree.

      “All right.” Rose chuckled. “I shall assume you still loathe town and all its accouterments.”

      “‘Accoutrements?’” he said, grinning. “That’s one way to put it.”

      If she could keep the questions coming, he couldn’t question her. “Hermes is faring well, I hope.”

      “Dead.” Clouds of sorrow darkened his eyes.

      Horrified, she began to tear up again. Dear heavens, don’t let this become a habit. But she had known his war horse as a foal, watched Hermes grow into a sweet and intelligent stallion with a brave attitude. “I’m so—”

      “Forgive my abruptness, Rosie. I did not write about his recent passing as the wound is still fresh. Hermes had many injuries, yet held on until we defeated the French at Waterloo. Then, in a matter of days, my old friend simply faded away.”

      “He was a grand, stalwart boy.”

      “That he was. What of Lightning Bug’s foal, Firefly? How is she?”

      If she thought too hard about Bug, she would scream. The Earl had sold her beloved stallion when he’d turned twenty, saying Rose was too attached. “Firefly is wonderful and my particular mount.”

      Rhys nodded, his pupils contracting, but he said nothing. He loved horses as much as she, and he had loved her first stallion. When she’d written her sad tale of Bug’s departure, Rhys had been appalled. “I am sure Firefly is a goer.”

      “That she is.”

      A man walked by and winked at Rose. She nodded back.

      “A suitor?” Rhys said, plainly disgruntled.

      A laugh burbled up. “Certainly not. As I mentioned in my letters, the earl calls me his horsemaster, stud master being too risqué.” She lowered her voice. “I bred the man’s mare to Diablo and their get has won several races.”

      “You mentioned few remarked on your youth or gender at your equine abilities in your letters.”

      Rose laughed aloud as they turned about the room, then peered beneath heavy lids at the gawking crowd. Within the circle of Rhys’ arms, she cared not a whit. “Though my status at Fielding is unacknowledged, the owners seem pleased enough.”

      “I don’t doubt they are, given your obsessions with horse breeding and husbandry. Since you were ten, as I recall.”

      “Nine, actually.”

      “Horsemaster.” His crooked smile appeared. “The unconventional term suits you.”

      “Thank you! The earl enthuses over the profits I add to his coffers.”

      “As expected.”

      “Yes, well, no client speaks aloud of my position. Hence the wink. In truth, I collaborate with Fitz—”

      “Fitz is still your stable master? He must be a hundred years old.”

      “Nearly!”

      The music’s tempo picked up, and they ceased talking as they twirled around the room.

      Rhys’ letters had been her salvation, his descriptions of the landscape, animals, and people vivid and filled with beauty and even humor, though he did not sidestep the battles. She had appreciated that, appreciated, too, when he shared his thoughts and feelings on the war.

      But the war had taken a toll, his eyes weary with lines scoring his cheeks and furrows across his brow.

      The battles must have been horrific things where men and horses were slaughtered right and left…

      “Still with me, Rosie?”

      Rose met Rhys’ solemn blue eyes. She must say something. “Your hair. Susannah wrote me about the color change, but not why it occurred.”

      Rhys’ amused smile made her heart flutter.

      “A consequence of battle, or so I’ve been told. At the end of a particularly brutal campaign, my hair began falling out in clumps, so I shaved my head. I assumed it would never grow back.”

      A campaign so horrific his hair had fallen out. “Were you the only one this happened to?”

      “I’m afraid so, at least in our company. I was the butt of many a joke.”

      “How awful.”

      He grinned. “I didn’t mind. My men had a pool on whether or not it would grow back.” He nodded, his white hair on full display. “It kept them occupied, always a good thing during a lull.”

      “It’s quite surprising,” she said. “Yet your brows remain black.”

      “Fortunately, or I would look like a ghost!” He shook his head. “At times, I feel like one.”

      Troubling words. “Your hair is striking and handsome.” They both smiled, but Rose wondered what sight would make a man’s hair fall out.

      “Are you upset it took my sister to tell you about it in her letters, Rosie?”

      She shook her head, eyes focused on his chest. “I’m simply thankful for my Miss Lucy acting as a conduit for our letter exchanges, but…”

      Rhys must have read her grief at his suffering. “I am well, dear girl. All is well.”

      “Of course it is.” She pasted on a bright smile.

      “You are a horrible liar. You always were.”

      “Perhaps to you, but I am otherwise good at it.”

      He grinned. “Yes. I can see that.”

      A smirk escaped. “No need to lash me with your famous sarcasm.”

      The music came to a rousing end, and Rose resented it greatly. Would that she could remain forever in his arms, where she was safe and cared for. Where she could keep him safe and care for him. But all things came to an end. She knew that truth too well.

      Rhys released her waist and kissed her gloved hand. “I anticipate many more dances with you, my lady.”

      A thrill bloomed inside her, and she was about to reply when a hush filled the room. At the entrance stood the great man himself, the Duke of Wellington, flanked by two officers.

      Rhys hissed.

      “What prompted that?” she asked just as Lady Jersey announced the Duke of Wellington along with his two titled aides. Rhys laid her hand on his forearm and walked them toward the refreshments table.

      “Ravenscroft!” bellowed the commanding voice.

      His forearm tensed. “It appears I am summoned. Join me and meet the Iron Duke?”

      Flummoxed, she could only nod.

      Rhys eyed the three men, narrowing them on the striking officer standing to Wellington’s right. He, too, wore enough medals to sink a ship. Rhys steered her toward the trio, now hidden amidst the crowd of well-wishers, but his height and breadth and, yes, those medals, easily cleared the path to his commander.

      To her surprise, Wellington was not above average height, as was one of his military companions. The other matched Rhys, a tall man, elegant in bearing.

      The commander eyed Rhys but slid his gaze to Rose. Oh, those bedroom eyes—a bright blue, they radiated admiration and appreciation, as if the great man had singled her out as unique. How fascinating. Her heart fluttered just a bit. Perhaps those rumored affairs were, in fact, truth.

      “You wished to speak with me, sir?” Rhys wore a faint smile as he neared Wellington.

      “That I did, Ravenscroft.” Wellington whispered something in Rhys’ ear, and Rose stole a good look at the other tall officer, a man Rhys disliked. She wondered why. The officer was handsome, in a bronze-god sort of way, but his looks were not to her taste.

      Wellington straightened.

      “Always, sir,” Rhys said.

      “Ravenscroft,” said the bronze-god officer. “Do introduce me to the fair lady at your side.”

      Rose nearly snorted as she found herself unexceptional looking.

      “Lady Rosamund Fielding,” Rhys said. “May I present you to Field Marshal Wellington, Brigadier Sir Jeffers, and Brigadier Lord Pennworth.”

      Rose executed her deepest curtsy before Wellington, then lesser ones before Jeffers and Pennworth.

      Wellington took her hand and bowed over it. “A true pleasure, my lady. Ravenscroft spoke often of you.”

      The expected embarrassing flush burned her cheeks, but she donned her “my lady” face and smiled demurely. “As children, we had many adventures together, Your Grace.”

      “Perhaps my favorite tale was the one about your Tessa.” Wellington raised searing eyes to Earl Fielding, who hovered mere steps away, the earl paling at the great man’s scrutiny.

      Her sire wore a smile—Fielding smiled a great deal—but she knew it for the lie it was. He was furious she had been introduced to the fabled duke before he had. After all, he was an earl.

      She cared not one whit. Long ago, Rose had severed his stranglehold on her. Mostly severed, for he was endlessly concocting schemes for her to marry, which she had so far managed to thwart.

      The orchestra struck up another waltz, and Pennworth held out a hand, his eyes boring into her like cold gray marbles. “My lady Rosamund, would you do me the honor of a dance?”

      Rhys said nothing, but his one eye twitched in displeasure, a tell she recalled from their many poker games.

      “I would,” she said.

      When Pennworth winged out an arm, Rose rested her hand lightly atop it. Once on the floor, he bowed over her hand, a lock of bronze hair falling forward. “My lady.”

      Something about the man made her shoulders itch.

      As they waltzed around the now-stuffy room, he held her gently, no tighter than was proper, his long, lean frame graceful. He wore his hair in the forward-combed Brutus fashion, the style emphasizing his oval face, so unlike Rhys’ more angular one. Though Rhys disliked him, and he did not suffer fools, Rose would make her own appraisal.

      “Major General Ravenscroft omitted my full name,” he said. “I am Brigadier Lord Pennworth and Viscount Pennworth, as well.”

      Well, the man thought highly of himself, that was certain. Perhaps he should, but Rose never admired boasting. She nodded and smiled. “And which do you prefer, sir, Viscount Pennworth, or Brigadier Lord Pennworth?”

      “Pennworth will do.”

      Rose tittered, a laugh crafted for just such an occasion. “But I barely know you, sir, and that is much too familiar.”

      “Then we must become better acquainted,” he said in a jovial tone.

      “How lovely.”

      See, she wanted to tell Rhys she could lie with the best of them.
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      Days later, after their return to Fielding, Rose practiced her kalari forms, then took her breakfast in the light-filled morning conservatory, where beyond the glass windows, the early September heat had already begun to simmer. Nightmares about her father had troubled her sleep, tiring her, but cheerful birds plucked fruit from the chokeberry bush as vivid butterflies danced from flower to flower. A breeze rustled the beech leaves, and while she had sat in the same seat for days on end, Rose never grew weary of the soothing garden view.

      She took another bite of toast topped with Scottish blaeberry jam, a favorite sent down by her Scots relatives, and lifted her knitting, while she returned to scanning The Times.

      Soldiers continued to pour into the British Isles, many bearing brutal injuries both physical and mental. Yet there was little work available to these exhausted and battle-weary men.

      Several returning locals, as well as former servants, had come to Fielding seeking work. The earl had turned them all away, much to her sorrow. But yesterday she’d had a bit of luck. She had spotted Billy Broad, a blond giant who had lost an arm at Waterloo, his posture stooped and dejected. Rose had snuck outside to talk with Billy, reminding him that Ravenscroft’s marquess had fought and returned, as well.

      Billy balked at approaching such a high-ranking and lauded peer, but she’d said the marquess donned his pantaloons one leg at a time, just as he. Billy had laughed, and Rose had quickly penned a note for Rhys, giving it to the former soldier. With a tip of his hat, Billy headed back up the drive, whistling, until his straight, determined figure had vanished beyond the rise.

      Her tea had grown cold with her musings, and she hadn’t knit more than a row on Bea’s shawl. She replenished her tea from the pot, thankful the staff knew she often ruminated over breakfast and always supplied her with extra.

      Amidst completing another row, Lucy bustled in. Her former maid, governess, and now factotum-cum-companion had been with Rose for near twenty years, a fierce protector and true friend. Lucy had nicknamed Rose Minnu, which meant “full of light” in Hindi. She was a beautiful soul and a constant in Rose’s topsy-turvy world.

      Rose’s debts to Lucy could never be repaid. Her friend had taught her kalari, which enabled Rose to defend herself. Given her correspondence with Rhys was socially unacceptable, Lucy had been the one to mail Rose’s letters to Rhys and to receive missives from him intended for Rose. Her friend had done much more, yet today, worry crinkled Lucy’s lined face.

      Rose set her knitting aside. “What is wrong?”

      Her friend crossed her arms over her belly and harrumphed, a sure sign of her displeasure. “Your father has requested you honor him with your presence at the barns.”

      Of all places… The stables held no interest for the earl.

      Rose’s talent with horses had come from Maman, yet no matter his faults, His Lordship wasn’t a stupid man and took advantage of Rose’s gifts, though the earl seldom bothered with the equine beasts. His Lordship disliked their smells, their sounds, their largeness—all qualities which delighted Rose.

      His request was an order, of course. “Thank you, Lucy. I’ll attend to it.” Rosamund picked up her knitting and began another row.

      “You know as well as I, Minnu,” Lucy said. “Keeping the earl waiting is never good.”

      Rose inwardly sighed. As the years passed, Lucy had become more and more distraught by Rose’s tortured relationship with the earl. Through artifice and daring, Rose had managed to keep it in hand, but Lucy still fretted.

      One last sip of tea and she stood with a smile and pressed her hands over Lucy’s crossed arms. “It will be all right, Lucy.”

      “I do not trust him,” Lucy said.

      “Nor do I.” She held the smaller woman’s eyes, hers softening with affection. “Please do not worry.”

      Lucy’s jaw bunched, her chocolate eyes deep swirls of concern, but she nodded.

      “Would you brush out my blue plaid riding costume, please?”

      Lucy rolled her eyes. “The one with the split skirt.”

      Rose laughed, she couldn’t help it, having chosen the outfit to irritate the earl. What agency she had with His Lordship was eternally precarious, her clothes but one of the small ways she asserted herself.

      “The one with the split skirt,” Rose said.

      Lucy sniffed, then departed.

      Having displeased her friend and expecting to vex her father even more, Rose girded herself for the sparring match to come.

      

      Rose’s mood lightened as she climbed the familiar hill to the barns. It always did when horses surrounded her. They nickered from their pastures as she passed, and she returned their greetings, calling their names and telling each they were fine fellows or gals. These magnificent beasts had been her surcease during the troubled years where each day was agony and each night worse.

      Up ahead, the earl stood beside Fitz, deep in conversation with their stable master. Hard to imagine what the two had to discuss. Though a bruising rider, the earl cared little for the animals other than the gold guineas they fetched or the quality of the foals they produced. Rose often wondered what drove His Lordship to become a horse breeder. Then again, his motivations often eluded her.

      It had been Maman, a Scottish earl’s and a French countess’ daughter, who had taught Rosamund all she knew of horses and beyond. The earl had loved her mother, in his own way, she supposed, or perhaps he merely appreciated Maman as a possession, as someone on his arm who complemented his good looks with her sparkle and beauty? With Maman’s death, Rosamund experienced a deep loneliness. But that was long ago.

      Today, the earl was dressed to the nines, per usual, while she had donned her breeches and boots.

      “How can I be of assistance, Lord Fielding?” Rosamund stepped before the earl and curtsied, one in direct contrast to her apparel. As expected, the earl reacted.

      “Dear Rosamund, what horror are you wearing?”

      Fitz drifted away as her father stepped near. Disgust filled her to the brim, but she presented the calm and composed demeanor of a respectful daughter.

      Both of them knew it for the fakery it was, yet neither uttered a word about their permanent estrangement.

      Around them, stable hands bustled, pointedly ignoring them. The world closed in, as if she and the earl were alone in this universe, a silent conversation threading beneath their verbal one.

      “I looked at that mare of yours. She is quite gravid.”

      “Yes. Ravenscroft’s stallion took. Firefly is getting larger by the minute. Soon, I’ll have to choose another mount.”

      “I don’t recall the stud’s name.”

      “Enbarr.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      Unsurprising. “He returned from overseas several months ago. A swift and sturdy war horse.”

      “Let’s hope their get is profitable.”

      “Let’s.” Horses meant two things to the earl—profit and transportation. Little did he know she had no plans to sell Firefly or Enbarr’s foal.

      The earl headed toward the barn and walked down the aisle, Rose following, and for each wicker she received, she paused to give that horse her attention. She scratched behind its ears or beneath its chin or kissed its nose, the velvet muzzles irresistible.

      “Come along, sweeting,” the earl said.

      Her stomach lurched at the endearment, but Percival, a Belgian-Thoroughbred cross, nipped at her hat, a common occurrence that left many scars on her headgear. She tapped his nose, trying in vain to keep the laughter out of her voice. “Stop it, you beast.”

      Percival’s response was to pull the bonnet from her head, hair pins and all.

      “Beastie!” She rapped his nose harder. “Let go.”

      He did, and Rose noted the small tear in the hat’s jaunty brim. Nothing a good needle couldn’t cure. She punched it back on her head, her hair now falling in disarray around her shoulders.

      “Enough of your deflections, daughter,” His Lordship said in his jolly way as he halted. “I have news.”

      The man hovered like a fat black tick, bloated on his own importance. “And what might that be, my lord?”

      He clasped his hands behind his back. How he remained lean and fit with his excessive drinking she did not know, but he bristled with confidence. Rose never underestimated him.

      “I have received three requests from gentlemen wishing to court you.” An unctuous smile rippled across the earl’s face.

      The requests were not new. As an heiress and a lady, she had been deluged with courtship requests after her come-out. She had rejected them all, and soon her reputation for turning away suitors made her pursuers cease, other than the occasional request by a deluded gentleman.

      Initially, His Lordship had harangued her to accept someone, anyone. But as he saw his equine profits mount, his diatribes had tapered off, then ceased.

      These fresh requests surprised her, and the earl knew it, though neither by word nor gesture did she reveal her feelings. Her mind raced to Rhys, but she swiftly doused that absurd dream. “I see. I can only wonder what has brought this about.”

      His Lordship’s self-deprecating chuff was as false as his heart. “I may have mentioned to one or two friends that you were open to courtship.”

      “But I am not—”

      “No?” he said. “But, dear daughter, you have so much to offer.”

      Not her, but the Scottish lands and inherited pounds she possessed. Thirty thousand was a tidy bundle, indeed. Couple that with the Scottish estates that became hers at eighteen, and she was prime pickings.

      His Lordship had jockeyed to acquire the land. A futile attempt. Her settlements included a guardianship, not the earl, but the Chieftain of Clan Murray and the fourth Duke of Atholl, a Scottish title, though he possessed an English peerage as well. The earl was most wary of the duke.

      Her lands and monies had been bound in an ironclad trust by her mother, which made His Lordship both livid and avaricious.

      “Your husband would be the proud possessor of your lands and those many gold guineas,” His Lordship said.

      He would, and Rose would lose all control. Irrelevant. Rosamund would never marry. She had vowed that long ago. “I have no interest in marriage, my lord.”

      “Interest or not, I have given permission for you to be courted.”

      She rolled her eyes, allowing that slight movement to break through her stoic facade. “And who, might I ask, are these three paragons?”

      They stepped into the light, the welcome barn scents mingling with air perfumed by nicotiana and gladiolus. She inhaled while watching the turning maple leaves dance in the autumn breeze, then walked toward the house, the earl keeping pace.

      “First,” he said. “We have the Reverend Sir Abernathy, who looks to rise in stature. He is, after all, the second son of an earl.”

      “I’m shocked you would even consider a second son,” Rose said.

      The reverend was a decent enough man, though she had little in common with him. As if that would influence her father in any way.

      The earl smiled, eyes dancing with one of his schemes. “Continue.”

      He ran a finger down her cheek.

      She froze, then forced herself not to back away.

      “Brigadier Lord John Pennworth,” he continued. “He is greatly attracted to you, daughter.”

      She knew exactly what attracted him, and it wasn’t her. That touch of animosity between Pennworth and Rhys sparked her curiosity. She must ask Rhys what lay between the two when she next saw him.

      Rose spotted Petals, the barn goat, a funny creature who wandered the aisles often entering stalls to keep various horses company. She called, and Petals pranced over to receive the head scratches she was due, while Rose took care the goat didn’t mistake her breeches for luncheon and begin to gnaw.

      “The third is Ravenscroft,” Fielding said, his expression sour. “Though I wished to decline his suit, he had the gall to have Wellington pen me a note touting his praises, which made it impossible for me to refuse him.”

      His disdain was unusual, for Rhys was a wealthy marquess. “Why wish to decline his suit?”

      There was that nasty smile again. “I have my reasons.”

      The thought of Rhys courting her…her heart sang. As it always had.

      Rose had fallen in love with Rhys when she was ten or maybe nine. A child’s version of love, true, but love nonetheless. They had been dear friends, comrades in everything since she was eight, and when he would arrive home from boarding school in summers or holidays, her heart would go all aflutter. At twelve, she hadn’t understood what those flutters meant. But they proved to be an awakening of seeds planted throughout their friendship, which had grown and blossomed into much more.
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      One sunny day in May of her eleventh birthday, Papa away on some jaunt or other, she peeked out her bedroom window to see Rhys walking the drive carrying a large basket that swayed with each step.

      Maman had recently moved Rose from the nursery to her own grown-up girl’s room, Maman having deemed her old enough. At the time, Rosamund had not understood why her mother waited so long for the move. One year later, given the earl’s actions, she did.

      That day, Maman was out with the horses and Rose flew downstairs, dying to see her friend. Did Rhys intend they have a picnic? What fun!

      Rhys stood in the front hall, the basket at his feet. That funny flutter hit her again. He had grown taller and more gangly than ever, his features all boyish determination. Rose’s heart thumped.

      She rushed into the hall, her face splitting into a smile. He smiled back in a way that made her feel…special. Maman made her feel the same way, and she had hoped one day Papa would, too. The curtsy she executed was almost perfect, though she did not dip as low as her mother required. She had to get it right, for Rhys would be a marquess someday. Not that either of them cared about such things.

      His returned bow was perfection, but at fifteen he knew his way around courtly manners.

      Miss Lucy had followed at a more stately pace. Born in India, Miss Lucy had taught her many exotic things and Rose loved her. Now, she observed them with warm eyes.

      “Hello, Rhys. What a nice surprise.” Rose was pleased her calm tone held none of the quivers she was feeling.

      “Rosie.” His smile was broad and a little bit devilish. He winked at Lucy, who showed her teeth, which said he was being too cheeky by half.

      “Today is your birthday,” Rhys said. “I brought you a gift.”

      She clapped, too excited to hold it inside. “What? What? Tell me!”

      He gestured to the basket. The moving basket. She knelt and flipped the lid.

      Out pounced a puppy!

      She scooped it up, nuzzling its soft fur. “Oh, he’s beautiful.”

      “He’s a purebred, as your papa dislikes mixed breeds, a Cocker Spaniel. I hoped that with you turning eleven and his being a purebred, you would be allowed.”

      As gently as possible, Rose placed the pup on the floor where he began to sniff at her and Rhys, who crouched beside her. The pup moved to Lucy, then to a chair, and lifted his leg. Rose scooped him up and bustled outside where the little fellow christened a marble pillar. Back inside they went.

      “My lord!” Maman breezed into the hall, smiling with delight. “Welcome! What is this?”

      Rhys sketched a bow. “Good day, my lady. I’ve brought Rosamund a puppy.”

      Her mother’s smile faltered. “A thoughtful gift, your lordship, but…” Maman peered first at Lucy, then down at Rose, again holding the pup who nuzzled her neck.

      “Isn’t he wonderful?” Rose said. “He’s a purebred, Maman!”

      “He is, petite chou.” Maman sniffed and straightened. Her mother might be half-French and half-Scottish, but her French side always won. “But I am afraid you must not keep him.”

      Rose set the pup on the floor with care, eyes burning. “Why ever not, Maman?”

      Maman bit her lip. “You know why, mon rayon de soleil.”

      Rose did know—Papa.

      Tessa had almost been lost to her, and a year ago, her papa disapproved of her pony, Patches. The sweet pony disappeared without a word to be replaced by a horse. Even worse was the injured rabbit she had rescued in the wood and was nursing back to health. One evening, when Cook served coney for dinner, her father casually thanked Rose for fattening up such a fine meal.

      No, she could not keep the pup. She lifted him once more and handed him to Rhys. “Thank you, but I cannot accept.”

      “Very well.” Rhys frowned, then brightened. “I know. I will keep him for you, and when you come visit, he shall be as yours.” Rhys was a canny one, and in his pretty blue eyes, she saw sadness and understanding. “Someday, I will gift you a pup you can accept, Lady Rosamund.”

      
      The blacksmith’s chime of metal on metal returned Rose’s attention to the earl. “I see. Those men are quite a triumvirate, though none
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