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      Michael St. James hates tidewater post-Colonial Virginia with a passion. Banished there thanks to an ill-timed duel, Michael is bored with the countryside, and thinks his new companions are poorly-educated boors. What he needs is a challenge, something to stimulate his mind. Which is why, when Michael meets Daniel Calhoun, he takes such an immediate interest.

      Daniel Calhoun is a gentleman farmer who has no time for the social niceties demanded by a man of his station any more than he has patience for changing fashion or politics. When he sees Michael St. James, Daniel sees a man with no substance, and he’s certainly not interested in becoming friends, or more, with the irritating man. There’s more to Michael than meets the eye, as Daniel soon discovers, and the two embark on a scorching affair that might just be the ruin of both of them. Can they find a way to be together, or will Daniel and Michael be forced to hide what they feel?

      This title was previously published under the same title. 2000 words have been added to the text for the second edition.
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      Virginia 1803

      "I mean no offense to you at all, Madeline, but this must be the most excruciating event I've ever attended. I cannot imagine anything duller."

      Smoothing the outdated beauty patch on her cheek back into place, Madeline looked Michael sidelong and her painted lips stretched into a thin smile. "Well, I did warn you that this was neither Boston nor Philadelphia."

      "My dear, this is not merely provincial. It is positively barbaric." Michael was fairly certain Madeline would not take umbrage with his statement, and, indeed, she offered only a slight shrug of her bony shoulders. Another displaced member of high society, thanks to her husband's agricultural bent, the lady could easily understand his ire at his unwilling banishment to this backwoods hellhole.

      "You have no one to blame but yourself,” she pointed out, arching one thinly-drawn brow at him.

      Oh, and was that not the truth? Not that Michael would ever admit it aloud, at least not to her. Still, she had a point. If only he had learned the hard-won lesson of discretion before he was sent away in disgrace to this tiny corner of Virginia. Sadly, though it perhaps was indeed the better part of valor, discretion had never been his strong suit. Deciding to start immediately upon a campaign to better his familiarity with the word, Michael chose not to answer the accusation and sipped at his brandy instead.

      What a lot of boorish, semi-illiterate louts, he thought as he surveyed the room. Yes, he knew that was unfair, because the education these folk had at their disposal differed greatly from his. Yes, he was certainly spoiled by the glittering soirees of New York and Boston. But really, he could go to a tavern in Newport and find better conversationalists than these people. Listening with only half and ear to his companion, Michael amused himself by cataloguing the poor fit of this one's coat or the obvious outline of that one's truss.

      "Oh. Oh, my. Who is that?" The grip Madeline had on this arm became suddenly painfully tight, which made Michael return his attention to her.

      "What?"

      "Look there."

      Following the direction of Madeline's pointing fan, Michael looked. Oh, my, indeed. Clothed in a rather old-fashioned coat of deep blue, with equally unusual gray and silver breeches and hose, the gentleman in question removed his hat and handed it to the servant just inside the door. Tall, well-built, with hair the color of walnut heartwood pulled back into a severe club at the base of his neck, the fellow was truly a magnificent specimen. He was brown as a nut from being in the sun, with tiny lines that crinkled at the corners of his eyes when he smiled at his hostess, and even from the distance of half the room, Michael saw those eyes were a rich, mossy green.

      Michael shifted uncomfortably as his body tightened. Desire shot through him, and his mouth all but watered. Yes, Michael wanted this one badly. So much for his resolution to practice discretion.

      "Well, well, Madeline," he said. "You did promise me amusement if I introduced you about. It very well may be that you did not lie to me after all."
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      Lord above, but Daniel Calhoun despised these confounded affairs. A bunch of corpulent ne'er-do-wells and their women, standing around drinking and gossiping about their neighbors. Men with paint on their faces, of all things. Daniel knew very well that most of these folk thought he was some sort of Puritan, a man who denied himself even the smallest bits of sin. Far from it. He simply preferred his pleasures honest. A strong drink, a hot fire, maybe a good pipe. Maybe an eager partner in his bed for a short time.

      That was the trouble with this high-end sort, he thought while he removed his heavy outer coat and hat, handing them to a silently waiting bondsman. Their women weren't soft. They had a hardness about them, a brittle demeanor that never failed to unnerve him. No matter that he had not met most of the guests here tonight. They were all the same.

      Except for his hostess. Daniel turned to her and smiled, bowing a bit, showing he knew how to present a decent leg. Jane was his cousin, and a brighter, kinder soul he could never hope to meet. Married up, she had, and Daniel was sorry to see it, for all that he liked Gerard. The man was decent enough, but he moved in what passed for high society circles in their tiny parish, and Jane simply wasn't cruel enough for these people. A fox among the hounds, as it were.

      The grateful look little Jane turned on him upon his arrival told him she was well into the desperate stage, and he immediately offered his arm to her, taking her for a turn about the room. Fair to be certain that no one would bother her when she was with him. Daniel was big enough and work hardened enough to be intimidating to these soft, bored people, and he exploited that advantage at every opportunity. Not to mention that most of these fops wouldn’t be able to keep up with his stride.

      "You look a bit frazzled, cousin,” Daniel murmured.

      "I am, I fear," Jane replied in her quiet voice. "The party seems to be going well, but I tire quickly these days, and everyone is so very clever. It is difficult for me to keep up."

      "Gerard should know better than to ask you to host these damnable things in your confinement." A woman as far along in child bearing as Jane needed rest and quiet, not a flock of bright, sharp birds.

      "Don't be unkind, Daniel. He has a position to maintain. And don't glower so at me. I am the one person in this room you cannot intimidate."

      Conceding with a sigh, Daniel led Jane to the refreshment table for a glass of punch. They had been quite studiously ignoring the other guests in an attempt to give Jane much needed breathing room, and so were quite blindsided by the approach of a garishly dressed female with a heavily made-up face.

      "Jane! Darling. You must introduce me to your friend."

      Good lord. She had a voice like a chicken whose chicks were being eaten by a blacksnake. Daniel surmised that the lady, to use the term loosely, must be Madeline Barstow, newly arrived in the county. He had met her husband the previous day at the livestock auction, and he saw that the two were very well-matched indeed. Jane simply smiled politely and performed the introductions.

      "Mrs. Henry Barstow, may I present my dear cousin, Daniel Calhoun. Daniel, Madeline Barstow, lately of Richmond."

      "Madame," Daniel greeted, with the barest of nods.

      "How delightful to meet some of Jane's family." The woman leaned forward, batting her sooty eyelashes and giving him a horrifying view of her shrunken cleavage. "Will you be here for the dancing later on this evening? I should very much like to see what sort of figure you present."

      Blinking at the audacity of her double entendre, Daniel shook his head. "I'm not certain I shall. I have a mare in foal that I may be called away to deliver."

      "How...capable."

      Daniel tried very hard not to laugh aloud at her expression, and though Jane's face did not change, he could feel the stifled laughter in her chest where it pressed against his arm.

      "Madeline does not care to get her hands dirty, I'm afraid." The new voice was deep, clipped, and offensive in tone. The man it belonged to was obviously just as offensive to judge from his expression, which was perhaps best summed up as ironic. Obviously a dandy, in his rich burgundy brocade, shot through with gold threads. His hair was simply done, though, and Daniel thought it was vanity rather than defiance that made him go un-powdered or without a wig. Unlike many of his peers, this man had a full head of hair, the color of burnished cherrywood. His eyes were brown, shot through with as bright a gold as his coat. And for all of his fancy looks and pale skin, he still managed to be completely masculine.

      "Michael St. James, at your service. And may I echo Madeline and say what a pleasure it is to meet any of the fair Jane's relations?"

      Prepared to bristle over any perceived insult of his cousin, Daniel frowned dampeningly at the man. But the smile St. James turned upon Jane was genuine, and for him, kind. The look he turned back upon Daniel, however, held a glint he could not decipher.

      "At any rate," St. James said, "I do hope your mare holds off long enough for us all to learn a bit more about you, my good sir."

      Daniel returned the fellow’s insolent stare, squaring his shoulders, which made Madeline Barstow take a step back. Oh, how he wanted to laugh. Instead, Daniel settled for a curl of his lip and said, "Really. I cannot imagine why."
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      Michael was forced to hide a smile when the dainty elbow of Calhoun's cousin hit the man squarely in the ribs, drawing a grunt. The smile refused to remain hidden, however, when she frowned reprovingly at Daniel, and the man had the grace to look contrite.

      "What he means," Jane said with a mild look, "is that he would be delighted to make your acquaintance, newly arrived as you are, Mr. St. James."

      "Why, thank you Madame. And may I say that you are much more gracious and diplomatic than your cousin?"

      "You may." Jane beamed at him, which transformed her rather handsome face into lovely.

      The skin above Calhoun's ill-tied cravat turned a delightful shade of pink. As a beginning salvo, Michael could not have been more pleased. There was simply no need to treat Jane Gentry as if she were made of glass. The lady had a backbone of iron, for all of her delicate looks. And it was heartening to note that, while Daniel Calhoun obviously had teeth, he could be reined in when necessary. A superb amusement indeed.

      "I hope I will also be able to feel that I know you better," Madeline said, and Michael was surprised to note that he had nearly forgotten the woman's presence.

      Not swayed by his cousin's desire for social niceties in this instance, Calhoun raked the woman with a cool glance and replied, "I am sure you will be far too busy to come to know me very well, Mrs. Barstow. Doing good works for the church or some such. You will excuse us? I was just about to deliver Jane to her husband."

      They swept off, Jane offering Michael an apologetic look as she left. Madeline grabbed a glass of punch and gulped it down. "He has all the manners of a rooting pig."

      "I was not aware that you chose your companions for their manners, Madeline."

      "Well, he is glorious male animal, isn't he?" The speculation in Madeline’s eyes made Michael a tad nauseated. She could no doubt afford her choice of companion, but he imagined those poor men must pay for their willingness to whore themselves.

      Making a non-committal noise, Michael continued to eye the pair as they made their way across the room to Jane's husband, Gerard. A fine specimen, yes, a great draft horse of a man. Tall, imposing, and work-hardened, with large muscles that moved smoothly together under his best suit of clothes. A worthy mountain to climb, and Michael had every intention of reaching the summit long before someone like Madeline Barstow could sink in her pick.
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      "Really, Daniel, it's hardly like you to be quite so rude,” Jane scolded.

      "She deserved it." Daniel knew he sounded petulant, but he could not help it. These people drove him mad.

      "Mrs. Barstow certainly did deserve it. She is crude, and loose besides. I was speaking of Mr. St. James. He did little to merit your disapproval."

      "You cannot be serious." Slanting a disbelieving glance at Jane, Daniel continued. "He's the worst sort of wastrel, you can tell that just by looking at his hands. Never done a decent day's work in his life. I found him most offensive."

      "Well, he has been nothing but kind to me, as unpopular as I am, and seems to have no worries about toadying favor with anyone. For that alone I would like him. He seems lonely, though, doesn't he, displaced as he is? Perhaps someone should take him into confidence, befriend him." Her eyes took on the glow of missionary joy, as if she was giving alms to the poor. He’d seen that look many times, and it boded ill for the person Jane chose to take on her little projects.

      "Oh, no. No, indeed. You will not drag me down with another of your charity cases. And let me assure you, someone like Michael St. James can find friends wherever he goes. He needs no help from me. Ah, Gerard. Please deflect your wife from trying to force me into kindly social deeds."

      The gentleman in question, Gerard Gentry, was a slightly balding man with soft blue eyes and a gentle, continuously befuddled expression. Blinking, he shook his head at Daniel and offered Jane his arm. "Far be it from me to stop her once she puts her mind to something." He patted Jane's hand. "Darling, are you all right? You look pale."

      "I should like to sit down, I think."

      "Certainly. Certainly, dear. I told you this would be too much for you."

      Thank goodness he was not on the receiving end of that look, Daniel thought. And he should have known the party was Jane's idea, rather than Gerard's for all that he had blamed it on the man. Jane was very protective of her husband, not wanting to hold him back through her presence in his life, and therefore did things she should not, just to keep up appearances. In turn, Gerard was a loving husband, who tried his best to convince Jane that he neither cared about nor needed society as long as he had her. For that, Daniel admired him enormously. The constant skullduggery between them, however, made him want to bash their heads together.

      "I was just telling Daniel that he should befriend young Mr. St. James, Gerard. Don't you think so?"

      "Oh, yes, that would be smashing." Gerard's face lit up. "He needs a few friends here, I believe, to keep him from falling in with someone like that dreadful Barstow woman. I understand he likes horses. You could take him to the auction, Saturday next. That would be perfectly marvelous."

      "I really don't think--"

      "Why don't you get him, Gerard dear, and bring him over so Daniel can ask him?" Jane’s face lit up with her zeal.

      Ever dutiful, Gerard pattered off, smiling happily. "You," Daniel said, "are diabolical. I have no intention of asking that blasted man to go anywhere with me."

      "I think it would be good for you. You have an unreasoning prejudice against anyone who does not farm, Daniel. It is time you broadened your horizons."

      "Bullshit."

      "Daniel!"

      "I beg your pardon Jane, but confound it, I do not want to get to know the man, and I have work to do on Saturday next."

      "Well then, you shall have to explain to him why you cannot take him to the auction." Jane gestured across the room, where Gerard was tugging a bemused looking St. James towards them. "I'm sure Gerard has already made the offer."

      "I will repay you for this, Jane. In full. I assure you."
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      It proved exceptionally difficult to remain straight-faced as Gerard dragged him across the room toward Jane and Daniel Calhoun. Gerard explained that Daniel wished to show him about the county, a deed best accomplished by accompanying him to the stock auction Saturday next, since they both had a fondness for horses. Now who, he wondered, had brought about that brilliant idea? From the thunderous look on Calhoun's face, and the serene smile on Jane's, Michael thought he could lay it squarely at the lady's door. He had a distinct urge to kiss the toes of her dainty slippers.

      This could not be more perfect had he planned it himself. In fact, this was better, for he'd had no hand in it, and could therefore pretend disingenuousness. Ever since their initial encounter earlier in the evening Michael had been casting about for a reasonable way to spend time with delectable Daniel Calhoun, and now he had one, presented on a silver platter and covered in brandy sauce.

      "Here he is, darling," Gerard said proudly, and it struck Michael that the man was thoroughly domesticated. It would be horrifying if the two were not so obviously in love and so genuinely deserving of kindness.

      Bowing, Michael inquired, "You wished to speak with me, Madame?"

      With a light tap of Daniel's arm with her fan, Jane replied, "Actually, Daniel wished to ask you something. Didn't you, cousin?"

      "Certainly. Jane insists that I take you to the local pony sale. I suppose you will agree and therefore bind me to a day of insufferable boredom?" Calhoun’s eyes flashed with irritation, his mouth set in a hard line.

      Both Jane and Gerard gasped at Daniel's rudeness, but Michael answered before either of them scolded him. "Of a certainty. For you see, that will save me from a day of boredom myself. A day spent annoying you will make my life far richer."

      "Oh, I say, well done!" That from Gerard, and Michael got the feeling the man was happy to see Daniel answered in kind for a change. Jane reinforced the opinion when she laughed, a truly lovely sound, and smacked Daniel on the shoulder.

      "There," she said, "I think you have met your match, Daniel Calhoun. Someone you cannot frighten away, and who will show you wit for wit."

      "I thought that was you, my dear," Daniel said gallantly, then turned a sour frown on Michael. "I suppose if I must, I must. You may come to my home by precisely eight o'clock in the morning on Saturday next if you wish to accompany me. I will not wait for you. I must hope that you are satisfied, Jane. And I fear that I have overstayed my limit insofar as my patience is concerned. I shall return for the dancing, but for now I believe I will have a smoke."

      With a kiss on Jane's cheek, and another admirable glower at Michael, Daniel took his leave. Jane turned to Michael, ready to apologize, but he forestalled her with a raised hand.

      "Do not excuse him, my dear lady. There is really no need. It's refreshing to meet someone who speaks his mind in that manner. I very much look forward to furthering our acquaintance."

      Clearly relieved, Jane smiled brightly at him. Gerard simply looked amazed. "I say," he said. "You are far more tolerant than I. Jane's cousin is a fine man, but I find his manner difficult in the extreme."

      Watching Daniel's retreating back disappear out the side door of the ballroom, Michael simply shook his head. "If there's one thing I find challenging, sir, it is difficult people. I am one myself, you see, and so have a great affinity for them."
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      Rolling his shoulders, Daniel looked down the road at the big bay horse clattering toward him. His eyes were full of the grit that lack of sleep produced, but even so he could see Michael St. James was nothing if not prompt. Damnation. Daniel had so hoped the man would sleep in late enough to miss their little excursion.

      After the invitation was issued at the soiree by his cousin Jane, Daniel had studiously avoided Michael St, James. It was fully his intention that St. James understood that, while Daniel felt an obligation to stand behind his family's promises, he did not like it. The few times he had seen the man about town since then, St. James had seemed amused rather than affronted, and Daniel wondered what in the name of all holy things it took to offend him. He would do his utmost to find out.

      Especially today. He had a feeling it was precisely eight o'clock. It was indeed Saturday. And sadly, Daniel was the one unprepared to leave on time. Dispassionately, Daniel decided that St. James did at least have good taste in horses. The bay, obviously a gelding, had excellent conformation. Deep chest. Well balanced legs. Smooth gait. He was still an annoying bastard, however.

      "Good morning, Calhoun," the man called out, reining in his mount and looking Daniel over intently. "It would appear you are not dressed for town."

      "It would appear so. You are welcome to go on without me, if you wish. Or you may wait while I wash up and change into more suitable attire."

      "I shall wait. What would your dear cousin Jane say if she heard I attended the sale alone? She would be most disappointed, I vow."

      "Yes. At least until she heard that one of my mares was down with the colic all night."

      Immediately, St. James dismounted, a concerned look settling on his features. "Did she pull through? Is there aught I can do to help?"

      Looking over the man's fine feathers dubiously, Daniel shook his head. "She's on the road to recovery, I'm glad to say. I've left a groom with her to keep her up and walking. Besides, it wouldn't do for you to soil your frippery."

      Cocking his head to one side, St. James looked at Daniel in amused inquiry. "You, sir, seem to have taken an instant dislike to me. I wonder why."

      "I dislike people who hide a lack of substance behind fine clothes and finer words,” Daniel snapped.

      "And you feel I am one of those people?"

      "I do, sir."

      Rather than become angry, the irritating fellow simply laughed. It was a surprisingly genuine sound. "Then I shall have to convince you of my worth. And it is refreshing to find someone not blinded by my charms. If you wish, Mr. Calhoun, we could skip the auction for this day and you may simply show me about your property. That would satisfy your cousin, and keep you from having to go into town when you are so obviously not disposed to do so. I know that despite her apparent recovery, colic is worrisome, and you want to stay close to the mare, as well. Does that sound like a fair option?"

      Daniel narrowed his eyes at the man, instantly suspicious. "More than fair. Which is why I must find your motives a bit suspect, St. James."

      It was not often that someone could chide him for his lack of social niceties and make him sorry for it. Daniel was not precisely sorry for it now, but he felt his ears and cheeks go hot, like he was a schoolboy being reprimanded for forgetting his hornbook. The very calm, reasonable tone of St. James' voice as he cataloged Daniel's offenses made him feel very petty indeed. Motioning for the man to follow him, Daniel led the way into the stable, calling out to a groom to fetch the tack they'd left behind.

      Damn the man, St. James discomfited Daniel more than anyone had in years. Look at him, Daniel thought, in his superbly tailored buff breeches and shined-to-perfection boots. A man of that ilk shouldn't be able to unsaddle a mount with the economy of motion this one had shown. Nor should he be able to bandy words about in such an intelligent manner. Once you dug a bit deeper than the surface, St. James' sort of dandy usually turned out to be nothing more than a good mimic, aping the jibes of
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