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Chapter 1




Im going to carve out his lying tongue, Lady Portia Derring bit out as she surveyed the stretch of empty road nestled among thick, spiny gorse and rocky hills, desperate to catch a glimpse of her errant driver.

An icy wind pulled at her bonnet. Her fingers, stiff and aching from the cold, clung to the frayed ribbons dangling beneath her chin. Even horribly out of fashion, the straw confection was her best bonnet and she wasnt inclined to lose it.

Looking out that window again? Nettie asked.

Falling back against the seat, Portia heaved a sigh and announced, Were stranded. Johns not coming back.

Hell be back, her maid replied with a decided lack of worry as she stretched her generous curves along the threadbare squabs. Take a nap.

Portia frowned at Nettie. And let highwaymen take us unaware? Splendid idea, that.

Nettie yawned widely, offering Portia a view of the tonsils far back in her throat. She closed and opened her mouth several times with a vulgar smacking sound before adding, Whats got your nose out of joint?

Portia gestured about them at the motionless carriage, a feeling of frustration sweeping over her. In case you failed to notice, weve been abandoned by our sot of a driver. She nodded to the window where the sky deepened to a smoky purple. I dont relish the idea of spending the night in this rickety carriage.

Nettie lifted a reddish brow and glanced out the window. Portia followed her gaze, eyeing the craggy limestone terrain, then the dark clouds scuttling across the sky, distracted at the sight of such raw beauty. Miles away from civilization. From family and words like duty, responsibilitymarriage. Her heart lifted, her precarious situation suddenly not feeling so calamitous. The invisible band about her chest loosened, allowing her to take her first easy breath in years.


Nettie clucked her tongue. You really did it this time for the ol bird to send you all the way out here.

Portia flicked a piece of lint off her blue merino skirt and stifled the retort that burned on her tongue. I dont know what you mean, she lied. Ive done nothing. Nothing at all.

Nothin, her cheeky maid snorted. Thats about the gist of it. Five years of nothin. Well, your times run out. She nodded as though pleased. I heard what your grandmother said.

Listening at keyholes again? Portia accused.

Either you choose or they will. And if you ask me, they should have put an end to your contrary ways long ago.

No ones asking you, Portia snapped.

Shrugging, the round-cheeked maid looked out the window again, granting Portia a meager moment of peace before demanding, Aint there rich enough nabobs in Town? Hardly seems possible any swell lives in this godforsaken land. Shaking her coppery head, Nettie turned to glare at her in a way that left no doubt whom she held responsible for their ejection from Town. Tell me were at least almost there.

John didnt say, but we must be near. Not that her driver had said much before staggering down the road, his vow to return within the hour echoing hollowly even then. Especially when issued through gin-laced breath. I should have taken the mail coach, she muttered.

Not that Grandmother would have permitted such a thing. A Derring never resorted to public transport. No matter how desperate. There were appearances to be kept, after all. A Derring must not appear destitute. Even if they happened to be.

Bet you wish youd chosen one of those swells back in Town now, eh?

Portia stifled a grimace and looked out the window again, careful not to reveal her decided lack of regret. What was one suitor to fend off when she was accustomed to the dozens foisted on her by her family?

She gazed out through parted frayed curtains. The sight of the bleak land, both majestic and deprived, wild with gorse and wind-ruffled heather, washed over her like a balm to the soul. It stirred something deep inside herin a hidden, secret place that hadnt felt anything in years. The moor was a far cry from the drawing rooms of the ton and she was heartily glad for it.

Not especially, she replied, inhaling clean air kissed by the lips of a vanishing winter. A chance to get away was a rare treat, a much appreciated holiday. Especially when her greatest wish was to travel, to taste the freedom and adventure her mother experienced everyday.

Being forced to entertain the attentions of a new suitor didnt matter much. Not when it meant escape from the tedium of another Season, from the auction block, from her familys nagging. From a pervading sense of isolationof holding her breath and waiting, watching, searching every room with senseless hope filling her chest.

Even missing her mother, Portia could understand what drove her to depart for lands unknown. The hot breath of ruin didnt reach so far as Italy, Greece, Spain, or whichever country her mother currently called home.

Portia closed her eyes in one long blink and did her best to shake off the fetters of her world, to let the irons drop and pretend that this was a holiday of her own choosing and not just another foisted courtship.

Enough of this, Portia announced, arranging her bonnet and repositioning her hatpin through the straw with a determined twist.

Where you off to?

To find help. Portia grasped the latch and pushed the door open. Like an animal lying in wait, the wind attacked the door, whipping it inward again. She caught it with the palm of her hand and pushed, grunting. Someone must. We cant rely on John. Gathering her skirts in one hand, she added, Youre welcome to come. A brisk walk might energize you.

Ill be staying here where its warm and dry, thank you very much. With a sniff, Nettie curled up on the squabs, heedless of arranging her skirts to cover her plump, milk-white legs.

Glancing at the wild, windswept landscape surrounding them, skies darkening with every passing moment, she experienced a flash of misgiving. Suppressing the feeling, she dropped to the ground, her feet sinking like two stones in water. A wave of mud rolled its way inside her boots. Clutching her skirts high, she wrinkled her nose at the disgusting feel of sludge squishing between her toes. The wind buffeted her, whipping her cloak open and exposing her to the ravaging cold.

S-splendid, she bit out through chattering teeth, dragging one foot, then the other, through the body-sucking muck. She could ill afford to ruin a good pair of boots. The shops on Bond Street had politely but firmly ceased extending credit to her family. New boots werent in her near future.

At this rate you should reach the village tomorrow, Nettie called cheerfully from the carriage window.

Shooting a glare over her shoulder, Portia increased her pace, leaving the carriage and her vexing maid behind.

Suck, drag. Suck, drag. Her lungs expanded, aching from the frigid air filling them. The thought of returning to the shelter of the carriage, to dryness, to a modicum of warmth, tempted her. Yet she did not relish spending the rest of her days trapped in a musty carriage with Nettie. And Johnthe wretched sotmore than likely lay facedown in a ditch somewhere. With that looming likelihood, she pulled her lips between her teeth and trudged along.

Her cloaks hem dragged behind her, slowing her already crawling pace. Lightning lit the horizon. Portia jerked to a stop. Tilting her head back, she scowled at the sky. A fat raindrop splattered on her cheek.

Of course, she grumbled. Abandoned. Stranded. Cold. A storm was utterly foreseeable.

Then the clouds opened up.

Rain sluiced her face, obscuring her vision. Icy trails trickled down her neck and beneath her gown, leaving goose bumps in their wake. Too caught up in her misery, she assumed the sudden pounding in the air to be more thunder.

Too late, she realized the air did not shake from thunder. No, the very earth shook. Uneasiness rolled over her as icy as the rain that drenched her. She looked down at her feet as they absorbed the grounds subtle vibration.

What the

Looking up, her words died in her throat.

A horse and rider rounded the bend, emerging through the gray curtain of rain. Portia opened her mouth to scream. To cry out. But she couldnt so much as squeak. She merely stood frozen, dumb-struck, watching as death charged her.

Blood rushed to her head in a dizzying roar, mingling with the rains furious tempo. With a choked cry, she flung her hands upa feeble attempt to protect herself. She jerked sideways, but the mud held fast, manacles at her ankles. Unbalanced, she toppled over in a graceless heap.

Drowning in mud and rain, her gaze swept up, riveted on the massive hooves pawing the air above her. Voice trapped somewhere between her lips and her chest, she clawed fistfuls of wet earth and hauled herself backward, vaguely registering the riders curses, his wild movements, as he pulled frantically on the horses reins.

The horse crashed down, its deadly hooves landing inches from her, spraying her with mud. Gasping, she blinked dirty eyelashes and fixed her mud-blurred gaze on the beasts trembling legs, praying they stayed put.

The rider dismounted with a curse that lit fire to her cheeks. Lean, boot-encased legs stopped before her, braced apart as if he stood at the prow of a ship.

Her gaze slowly slid upward, assessing. Muscled thighs. Narrow hips. A broad chest that stretched on forever. Gray eyes as stormy as the sky flashing above.

Gradually, she realized his lips were moving. He was shouting. At her. As if she had been the one in error. As if she were to blame for his wild, reckless riding, for his total disregard for human life.

His dark slashing brows dipped into a frown. Whats wrong with you? he thundered. Are you dim-witted? Did you not hear me approach?

She closed her sagging mouth with a snap. Looking at his lean, ruthless face, her temper flared. The utter gall. Not an ounce of accountability. Not a hint of contrition or apology. Not even a hand to help her to her feet. He was a primitivea snarling beast. Totally out of control.

She eyed his clothing: buff trousers, wool brown waistcoat, black Hessians. Decent quality. Wet but clean. Mud-free. The heavy black cloak swirling about him looked deliciously warm. He twitched a riding crop against a very solid looking thigh and she couldnt help thinking he wished to use it on her.

Come now, he coaxed with a breeziness that his storm-cloud eyes belied. Can you not speak, little Miss Mud Pie?

Miss Mud Pie?

Her hands fisted into the mud surrounding her, sinking deeper, indifferent to the slime infiltrating the worn cambric of her gloves and sliding thickly beneath her fingernails.

First he nearly killed her.

Now he mocked her.

It was not to be borne. Pulling her bottom lip between her teeth in a determined hiss, she launched a fistful of mud directly at his face, praying her aim proved true.







    

Chapter 2




The mud slapped the stranger in the cheek, splattering across his nose and mouth with a resounding smack. A lovelier sight she had never seen.

Her satisfaction, however, was short-lived. The look he leveled on her turned her blood to ice.

Panicked, certain he meant to turn the riding crop on her, she struggled to her feet. Squaring her shoulders, she smoothed her gloves, which would never again resemble their former pristine white, over drenched skirts and attempted to strike a dignified pose. To resemble a lady. Even covered head to foot in mud.


Prepared to look him dead in the eye and show him she was no cringing female, she lifted her chin. And blinked. Twice.

Her head barely topped his chin. Unease skated down her spine. She usually looked men in the eye. A definite advantage when intimidating prospective suitors. However, something told her this man did not bow to intimidation.

Wiping a broad hand over the mud obscuring the sharp planes of his face, he snarled, What the bloody hell was that for?

Evening the score, she replied, stumbling back as he advanced one step. Then another. The mud-clogged road posed no difficultly for him. He moved like a panther, closing the distance between them with ease.

Blinding me with mud accomplishes that? He reached for her arm. Portia lurched back, jerking away from that grasping hand, and lost her balance. She toppled over. Again. An indignant squeak escaped her mouth as her bottom hit the ground with a loud smack.

He laughed. A rich, boisterous sound that rumbled in the air, mingling with the distant thunder. Scowling, she scooped up a handful of mud, pausing when he wagged a finger. Dont. The single word dropped into the air like a heavy stone, freezing her.

Thick mud dripped from her fingers as she considered him. From the hard, ruthless look of him, she had no doubt he would retaliate if she hurled mud at his face a second time. The man looked like a pirate. Or a brigand. She shrank further into her wet cloak at the possibility.

An apology, she demanded. Brigand or not, she refused to back down without the courtesy owed her.

For what? he snorted, crossing his arms over his chest. Youre at fault here. The one walking in the middle of the road with your head

Me? she cut in, pushing to her feet. Are you mad?

A change came over him. The barest stiffening. He drew a deep breath that expanded his broad chest. A beat of silence fell, held, stretched as his eyes glittered down at her. Portia waited, breath suspended, staring up at him through the screen of rain.

At last, he replied, his words caustic, a veritable sneer, If Im not already, then Im well on my way.

Suppressing a tremor of nervousness, she retorted, Well, no doubtfor how sensible is it to ride hell-bent around a bend with nary a thought for anyone who might be in your path?

The muscles along his jaw knotted dangerously. Rain rolled down his face, washing away the last remnants of mud, but his hard gaze never blinked. No more insensible than someone foolish enough to walk in the middle of the road in such inclement weather.

Rest assured, its not by choice. My carriage is mired in mud down the road.

The corners of his well-shaped mouth pulled into a frown as he looked beyond her. The wind whipped long strands of hair against his face and neck. The dark, gleaming strands reminded her of a sea lions pelt.

Wheres your driver? he demanded.

I havent the foggiest notion. Portia lifted her impossibly heavy skirts and adopted her grandmothers most officious tone. The one she used when addressing someone beneath her dignity. Now, if you would be so kind as to step aside, I should like to reach the village before nightfall.

He made no effort to oblige so Portia stepped around him and began sludging forward again.

Wait, he commanded. His large hand clamped down on her arm.

Portia glanced in surprise at the hard fingers encircling her arm. They were surprisingly long and elegant, blunt-tipped. She felt the burn of them through her cloak, into her very skin. Men didnt touch her. Not voluntarily. None presumed such familiarity. She saw to that. Of course this stranger didnt know that, didnt know the rules that governed her.


Looking up into his face, she swallowed a small frission of alarm at how truly alone they were. How very much at his mercy she was. Swiping at the drooping brim of her bonnet, she said in her firmest voice, Unhand me, sir.

The sound of rain hitting earth and rock increased at that moment, a dull roar that filled their lapse in conversation. His image grew blurryapart from his eyes. They glowed preternaturally, penetrating the gray screen of rain. Youre a fierce thing, arent you, little Miss Mud Pie? his disembodied voice taunted.

Fierce? Never had anyone described her as fierce. Capricious. Eccentric. Even odd. But never fierce. Portia supposed she might be a little like her old dragon of a grandmother after allperish the thought.

You cant walk to the village in this storm. His head dipped, assessing her, and she shuddered to think of the picture she made. Almost on cue, the wind picked up, nearly knocking her sideways.

He sighed and seemed to reach some sort of decision. Squaring those broad shoulders of his, he said, Ill take you there.

You?

She blinked against the relentless rain and heard the smile in his voice as he replied, Yes, me.

Swiping again at her recalcitrant bonnet, she lifted her chin. Why would I accept a ride from a self-proclaimed madman?

His smile slipped and the hard look returned to his eyes. Because youll reach the village in ten short minutes rather than the week it will take you on foot.

Hmm. Sound logic for a madman. And truthfully, Portia was too miserable to refuse. Anything to reach shelter. Warmth. Dryness. Ground that didnt shift and sink beneath her feet.

Very well, she declared, moving past him.

His stallion, hands taller than any horse she had ever mounted, eyed her suspiciously as she approached. Portia stopped, eyed the great beast in turn and wondered how she might mount without the aid of a step. An accomplished horse woman, she could usually mount unassisted, but not with wet, muddied skirts weighing her down and the spongy ground sucking hungrily at her boots.

She stepped closer, reaching for a handful of sable mane to pull herself atop. The stallion had other ideas. He dipped his head toward her with teeth bared. She jerked back, only barely avoiding the snapping jaws.

Beast, she cried, shocked and absurdly offended.

Hard hands grasped her waist and lifted her, securing her sideways atop the horse before she had a chance to protest. He swung up behind her, draping her legs over his thighs as if she were nothing more than a cloth doll to be neatly maneuvered.

Heat rushed her face. Settled snugly against him, she recovered her tongue. W-what are you doing? she sputtered. Who would have imagined that she, Lady Portia Derring, renowned bluestocking and spinster, would find herself in such an improper position? And with such a virile man?

The stallion craned his neck and tried to take another hunk out of her leg.

Stop that, you devil, she hissed.

Iago doesnt care for females.

Iago? How fitting. The beast would be named after one of Shakespeares most villainous characters.

Well, would you mind having a word with him? she asked as she dodged another nip. Before he cripples me?

No need for that, he replied.

Portia opened her mouth to disagree, but he kicked the horse into motion, forcing Iagos attention away from making a meal of her leg. The sudden movement also sent her rocking against him. He looped an arm around her waist.

What are you doing? she demanded.

Delivering you safely to the village. His warm breath fanned her ear. A bolt of awareness shot through her and her breath caught. Never let it be said Im not a gentleman.

She snorted. A gentleman would not ride in the midst of a storm with no thought for life and limb. Nor would he toss her about as if she were a sack of grain. Nor press himself so intimately against her.

True, he possessed a fine horse and cultured speech, but his manners were coarse, his clothing plain, his hair too long, and there was something uncivilized about him. Something raw, elemental, as wild as the rough-hewn land surrounding them. More than likely he was a rustic squire unaccustomed to polite society.

Biting her lip, she told herself not to behave like a simpering miss. The type she rolled her eyes at every Season. Of course she would have to sit closely to him in order to share a mount. Desperate circumstances called for desperate measures.

Closing her eyes, she tried to ignore the firm chest at her back, the hard thighs beneath her. The solid arm holding her close. A slow trembling stole over her.

Youre cold, his husky voice sounded in her ear, and he drew her closer, folding her into him and wrapping his cloak about the two of them, cocooning them together. Far more courtesy than she would have ascribed to the snarling wild man he had first appeared. You have no business being out in this weather.

She stiffened in his arms, not caring for his chastisement.

You could catch ill, he added.

I didnt plan on getting caught in a storm, she retorted, but Im hardly a frail creature. Indeed not. She stood taller than most of her would-be suitors, was only thin and lacking in feminine curvesas Grandmother frequently criticized. I have a healthy constitution. A bit of rain wont hurt me.

In case you havent noticed, this is more than a bit of rain.

Wet and miserable as I am, its hard to ignore.

Then you should have

She twisted her head around, snapping, I dont need a lecture from someone who cant exercise simple caution when riding his horse.

Portia faced front again, leaning forward as much as she could, too annoyed to let herself relax against his chest.

Silence fell. No sound could be heard save the loud pelting of rain and sucking sound of hooves as they lifted from the quagmire beneath them.

He tugged at her waist, forcing her back against him. Whats your name? he asked, his voice grudging, as if he resented asking, resented wanting to know.

She answered in an equally grudging voice, Portia.

No more than that. No need for him to know that a dukes daughter sat on his lap. Soon they would part company, never to set eyes on each other again.

Portia, he replied slowly, drawing out her name as if he tasted it on his tongue. Different.

My mother named me after Portia in Merchant of Veniceor Hamlet, depending what day you spoke with herand her moodand whether or not I happened to be in her favor at the time. She couldnt keep the bitterness from creeping into her voice. Thoughts of her mother did that to her, even when she willed them not to. Frowning, she wondered why she had volunteered so much to him. An uncouth stranger.

Not from these parts, are you, Portia? he asked dryly.

Ignoring his bold usage of her name, she suppressed her impulse to ask after his name and turned her gaze to the rain-soaked terrain, both wild and beautiful.

No, she answered. Not that she would mind staying. Even awash in rain, this rugged land appealed to her. But this was no holiday. She had a potential husband to scare offa task at which she particularly excelled. She need only open her mouth and expound at length upon what ever text she currently read. Be it an ancient treatise on Roman engineering, a dramatic work of Sophocles, or the latest commentary on female rights, no one chased away a prospective suitor better.

London? he asked, his voice knowing, derision lacing his gravelly tones.

Obvious, is it?

Youre not like chits in these parts.

If she had been inclined, she could have told him she wasnt like London ladies either. Vowing never to be auctioned off in matrimony like a cow at market set her apart from the rest of the herd. Not such a difficult task, she had discovered. No one wanted an impoverished bluestockingeven one with an excellent pedigree.

Indeed, she replied stiffly, certain he did not mean to compliment her.

Indeed, he echoed, laughter lacing his voice. Never met someone so haughty.

Haughty? she cried. Thats rich. Especially coming from an arrogant brute like you.

God, you are a shrew, he chuckled against her ear, the sound oddly pleasant.

Because I do not take insults kindly?

No, because nothing but vinegar flows from your lips.


Then I shall spare you further ridiculous conversation, she retorted, hot indignation stinging her cheeks.

He chuckled again, the sound rich and throaty as he pulled her even closer. His hand shifted, sliding beneath her cloak to splay against her rib cage indecently. A circumstance she might have objected to could she break her self-imposed vow and speak. Instead, she endured his nearness in silence and denied that her heart raced at the feel of his big hand resting scant inches from her breastdenied that his touch sent waves of heat through her otherwise freezing body.

Iago trudged along at a sedate pace, stumbling occasionally in one of the many water-filled ruts in the road. Distant cracks of thunder shook the air. The din agitated Iago, eliciting distressed whinnies.

Behind her, his deep voice hummed gentle murmurings to the volatile stallion and did strange things to her insides.

Something tells me youre unaccustomed to holding your tongue.

She jumped, taken aback at the sound of that velvet voice addressing her and not the horse.

I dont mind. Talk, he murmured and his hand moved again, closer to her breast, his thumb almost grazing the underside. I enjoy listening to your voice. So proper. Clipped but soft. Almost breathless, like your corsets laced too tight.

Portia sputtered. Heat scalded her face all the way to the roots of her hair. He dared make mention of her undergarments? Her outrage mounted as he added, You know, I could loosen it for you.

Youyou beast! she cried, struggling out of the shelter of his cloak.

Iago stepped into another rut and they plunged off balance. Portia shrieked and slid off his lap, nearly plummeting to the ground below. A firm arm wrapped around her middle. She dug her fingers into a taut, straining forearm.

Stop your caterwauling, his harsh command rang out. Youre frightening the bloody horse!

Biting her lip against another scream, her fingers clawed their way up his forearm to his biceps, desperate to keep from falling. Suddenly the horse reared.

And she was falling. With him. Her fingers didnt release their death grip on his arm as they tumbled to the ground in a tangle of limbs.







    

Chapter 3




For a long moment, Portia didnt move a musclecouldnt. Partly due to the large man sprawled atop her, and partly due to the shock of finding herself submerged in mud. Again. At this point, she wondered if she would ever be clean and dry again. Muck coated every last inch of her.

Turning her head, she watched the horse flee down the road, reins whipping wildly in the wind. Wheres he going?

Home.

Home, she echoed, looking up at him.

His face hovered above hers, the chill of his ice-gray eyes the only color in his mud-covered face. If possible, those eyes made her even colder.

Yes, several miles from here, he bit out.

Oh, brilliant, she exclaimed. Splendid horse you have there!

Nothing is wrong with Iago.

No? she countered, feeling herself start to shake with rage. He abandoned us.

With a shrieking witch on his back, I can hardly blame him.

What kind of horse cant withstand a little noise? A first-rate mount can ride into battle with cannons firing

A cannon, he could tolerate. A loud-mouthed shrew is another matter.

Chest heaving, she shoved at the big body covering hers. The action forced her deeper into the wet, yielding earth. Care to get off me?

With pleasure, he spit out, pushing to his feet.

It was with some satisfaction that she saw he was as filthy as she. He speared her one last fulminating look before turning and stalking away.

Where are you going? she shouted, struggling gracelessly to her feetnearly falling back down when her right ankle collapsed under her weight. Her mouth opened wide on a silent cry. She quickly shifted the bulk of her weight to her left ankle and hopped until she steadied herself.


The blacksmith can loan me a horse, he called over his shoulder without breaking stride.

Lifting her impossibly heavy skirts, she drew a deep breath and stepped forwardor rather, limpeddetermined to keep up and not humiliate herself by falling again. Not an easy task. Especially with her ankle throbbing inside her boot.

Wincing, she stifled her pain and worked hard to keep up. Her breath fell hard and fast as she moved her legs. The throb in her ankle intensified, each footfall a bolt of agony.

His figure grew farther and farther away. He was leaving me.

Her eyes burned. A deep sob welled up in her chest and she fought to keep up. She gulped air, determined to swallow back the tears. I will not cry. I will not cry.

And in that moment, she felt crushed, beaten by lifeher family, the mother whose letters were rare and few between, the cloud of poverty that perpetually hung over her, shadowing her every move and breath. And now him. A brute that didnt care if he left her to drown in mud and rain.

The sting in her eyes intensified. Yet shed be damned if she cried. If she succumbed to weakness. She stopped abruptly. Tilting her face to the sky, she let the deluge of rain wash over her, cooling her burning emotions.

Keep up, he called.


She dropped her head to glare at his back, wanting to lash out. To hurt. To weep uncontrollably. And that, she absolutely refused to do.

Instead, she dropped where she stood in the middle of the road like a heavy stone sinking to the bottom of a riverbed. Uncaring of her muddied gloveswhat part of her wasnt covered in filth?she buried her face in her hands.

And laughed.

Brittle, shaky laughter rose from deep in her chest. Laughter that she knew could change at any given moment and swing into humiliating tears if she werent careful. Busy on keeping those tears at bay, she did not hear him approach. Through parted fingers, she saw his boots stop in front of her. Her chest stilled, all laughter gone. With an odd sort of detachment, she studied the rivulets of water running down the gleaming length of his boots.

Dropping her hands, she scanned the long length of his body, her eyes stopping at his face, expecting to see condemnation thereunforgiving reproof for being weak and lagging so far behind.

He gazed down at her blankly, not a flicker of emotion on his stone-carved face. Sighing heavily, he leaned down and reached for her arm.

She slapped at his hand.

Frowning, he went for her arm again.

Again she slapped at his offending handthis time with more force.


I can make my own way, she grumbled, determined to accept nothing from him. Go on without me.

His nostrils flared, his lips flattening into an unrelenting line. A warning she had no time to heed. In one swift, fluid motion, he bent, slid an arm under her knees, and swept her up into his arms as if she weighed a feather. Shocked, she didnt even struggle as he cradled her close to his chest. His long-legged strides cut through the road with seeming ease.

I can walk, she muttered, holding her arms awkwardly in front of her, wondering where to put them.

Of course you can, he returned, not looking at her, simply staring ahead, unblinking against the steady fall of rain.

Giving up, she slid one arm around his broad shoulder, her fingers resting lightly at his nape, beneath the too-long strands of hair. His dark hair fell over her fingers and she fought the urge to stroke the rain-slicked strands. Her other hand relaxed against his chest, where the steady thud of his heart beat against her palm.

She studied his profile for a moment, her anger fading as he carried her forth so stalwartly. Suddenly he looked down, his eyes locking with hers. This close she could see the dark ring of blue surrounding his gray irises. Something strange and foreign swelled to life in her chest, trapping her breath deep in her lungs like a bird cagedjust as those intense eyes of his trapped her.

Perhaps he wasnt such a brute. A brute would have left her behind instead of sweeping her into his arms like some kind of hero from Arthurian legend.

She gave herself a hard mental shake, reminding herself that those were legends, stories her mother had read to her as a girl. Real knights in shining armor existed only in fairy tales.


A relieved breath escaped her chest when the village came into sightan assortment of several thatch-roofed cottages, a small stone church, a blacksmiths barn and a large two-story inn that leaned ever so slightly to the left. The cottages, hunkered shapes that seemed to tremble in the biting wind, lured her like a first edition copy of Mrs. Wollstonecrafts A Vindication on the Rights of Woman.

The prospect of the warm fires burning behind those meager walls brought home her misery. Shed give anything to be sitting warm and snug in front of a fire, a book in her lap, a steaming cup of tea and plate of honeyed scones within reach.

A clanging carried over the storm, coming from the blacksmiths barn at the edge of the village. They followed the noise, turning full force into the wind. The sharp air lashed at her, stabbing her face and throat. She couldnt imagine how he must feel. He had carried her the distance without complaint, never breaking stride.

Her eyes smarted, tears seeping from the corners and streaming her cheeks, blending with the rain coating her face. She tucked her chin to her chest and averted her face, burying her nose against his chest, seeking his heat, the shelter of his body. Shivering, she burrowed deeper against his chest, pretending not to notice the hard body holding her so securely even as she sank against him, hungering for his warmth.

He carried her beneath a jutting portico. Still holding her in his arms, he stood still for a long moment as if he doubted whether she could stand and support herself.

I can stand, she murmured, moving her face away from his chest.

Nodding, he released her legs. Her body slid the length of his in agonizing slow degrees. The sensation of her breasts crushed to his hard chest sent a lick of heat curling low in her belly. Flustered at such an unfamiliar sensation she flushed and quickly stepped back.

Though sheltered from the worst of the wind and rain, she felt cold without his nearness, bereft. He kept one hand on her arm, their only remaining contact. From beneath her lashes, she studied the hard, shadowed line of his jaw and accepted what she had tried so hard to ignore. He was magnificent. Even covered in filth. The most attractive man she had seen outside of a ballroom.

He reeked raw, masculine power. From the unfashionably long hair clinging to his face and throat, to the intimidating breadth of his shoulders. If my family ever thrust a man like him at me, I might think twice before chasing him off. Following that unbidden thought came the desperate need for distance. No man was worth the shackles of matrimony. No matter how he made her body tingle.

Even yearning for the warmth of his hand, for the burning imprint of those long fingers, she pulled free, severing all contact. He glanced down at her, lifting a dark brow.

Lips compressed, she crossed her arms and forced her attention on the stocky, flat-nosed man stepping out of the buildings glowing core. He wiped grimy hands on a leather apron and nodded in greeting.

Tom, the lady here is looking for her driver.

The blacksmith shook his head, frowning. Havent seen a soul since the storm blew in. Everyones got better sense than to be out in this. His gaze raked them, his expression seeming to say, everyone except you two fools.


My carriage is stuck in a ditch north of heremy maids still inside. Probably snoring soundly, Portia thought as she lifted her reticule. I need someone to retrieve both here. Naturally, Ill pay you for your ser vices

 Course, Miss. The blacksmith turned and called to someone inside the barn. A young man garbed in a matching leather apron joined them. My son and I will ride out and fetch them for you.

Portia sighed, feeling some of the tension ease out of her shoulders and neck. Thank you.

The blacksmith gestured across the yard. Ill find you at the inn, then?

Yes, she answered, already visualizing the dry taproom where she could wait and warm herself.

With a nod for the blacksmith, the man at her side took her arm and led hercautiously, with care for her ankleto the inn.

Once inside the nearly empty taproom, he settled her at one of the tables, the one nearest the large, crackling fireplace. Her belly rumbled at the tantalizing smells drifting from the kitchen.

She mentally counted the coins in her reticule and debated whether she could afford a hot meal. Grandmother had given her only what she deemed necessary for a journey to Yorkshire and back. Recovery and repair of a carriage had not been part of the calculation.


A few figures sat huddled over their tankards, waiting out the storm. One man lifted his head to shout in greeting, Heath!

Heath? Well, she had a name now. Whether she wished to or not, she would forever remember her darkly handsome rescuer by name.

Clive, Heath greeted.

Clive snatched a knife from the scarred wood tabletop. His thick fist waved it at Heath encouragingly. Give us a show, eh?

Heath shook his head. Another time.

She looked at Heath, a frown pulling her lips. He must have felt her stare. His gaze slid to hers and he shrugged. Its just a game I played as a lad.

Portia arched an eyebrow at him, curious to see what kind of show the locals regarded so highly.

Cmon, Clive bellowed.

Sighing, Heath strode across the room and plucked the knife from Clives fist. She watched as he straddled the bench, splayed his large hand flat on the table, and proceeded to stab between each finger in a frenzied blur of movement. She jerked at each thud of the knife in the wood table, certain that he would cut his hand at any moment. Her shocked gaze lifted to his face, to the bored expression there.

What kind of boyhood had he led?

Finally, he stopped, and she remembered to breathe again. He rose and sent the knife slicing cleanly through the air. It landed square in the center of a faded and smoke-mottled painting above the hearth.

Clive chortled and slapped the table in approval.

Do you have a death wish? she demanded upon his return to their table. Reckless riding, recklessshe waved a hand at the table where he had conducted his perilous demonstration, groping for the appropriate words and arriving atknife play!

He replied with aggravating equanimity, even as something furtive gleamed in his gaze,  The worst evil of all is to leave the ranks of the living before one dies. 

She shook her head, frustratedmystifiedat the man before her who quoted Seneca.

Aint nothing, Clive called out. You should see him climb Skidmoor with his bare hands. In winter, too.

Skidmoor, she echoed.

Its just a hill, Heath explained.

A hill? Clive guffawed, shaking his head. Right. More like a mountain.

He climbed mountains in the dead of winter?

Heath, a serving girl squealed from across the taproom.

Portia eyed the womans scandalously low bodice and instinctively drew her cloak tighter about her shoulders as if she could hide her lack of similar attributes.

Mary, youre looking well. Heath grinned in a way that made him look suddenly young, boyish. Not nearly so intimidating as the stranger from the road.

Mary sashayed across the room, rolling her hips in what Portia felt certain to be a practiced walk. Better now that youre here, she purred.

With no thought or regard to her presence, he grinned wickedly at the serving girl, his teeth a flash of white in his sun-browned face. How his skin managed to brown in this sunless country baffled her. No doubt further evidence that he was more devil than man.

The curvy serving girl lowered herself into his lap, tossed her plump arms around his neck and then, for all the world to see, planted an open-mouthed kiss on him.

Portia looked away, embarrassment stinging her cheeks. She studied her hands in her lap, ran her thumbs nervously over the backs, over the cold, puckered gooseflesh of her exposed wrists.

Unable to suppress her morbid curiosity, she sucked in a breath and lifted her eyes to observe the unseemly display.

Her gaze collided with his storm-gray eyes.

He watched herPortia.

Heat flooded her face to be caught staring, as if she were interested, as if she cared who he kissed. His ravenous wolf s stare never wavered from her face. Amusement gleamed in the gray depths as he
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