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Chapter 1




England, 1878

“Just what do you think you’re staring at, Tyler Whately?”

Megan Penworthy’s tone was unduly sharp, but then she had meant it to be. It was also, along with the look she turned on him, filled with haughty disdain, as if she couldn’t abide the fellow. That wasn’t true at all. She actually liked the Honorable Tyler Whately.

He was pleasantly handsome, with light blond hair that needed only a minimum of Macassar oil to control it, a trim mustache, and whiskers that weren’t so long that they hid the strength of his jaw. His dark green eyes were rather nice, too. And he was not excessively tall, so that a poor girl had to crane her neck to look up at him. Nor was his body intimidating in its slimness, which was not to say he lacked strength. At twenty-seven, he was a young man with excellent prospects, not to mention a rather sizable estate inherited from his mother’s side of the family.

Megan had no doubt whatsoever that Tyler would make a fine husband. She might even have set her own cap for him if her best friend, Tiffany Roberts, hadn’t confessed soon after they’d met him, that she wanted him.

Those had been Tiffany’s exact words. “I want him, Meg.” The two girls had always spoken bluntly, at least to each other, and when no one else was around to be shocked by it. But Tiffany had been too excited that day to care if anyone else heard her. “This is truly the one. I’ve never felt so—so—when he smiled at me, well, the feeling was—damn, I can’t describe it, but I swear I was going to faint.”

“Probably your corset laced up too tight again,” Megan had replied with a teasing grin. “You know you need at least a little room to breathe—”

“Oh, stop.” Tiffany had laughed. “I’m perfectly serious. What do I do to win him, Meg?”

Just because Megan was the older by five months, she was supposed to have all the answers, but she knew next to nothing about that particular subject, though she was loath to admit it. After all, men fell all over themselves trying to get her attention. It was embarrassing, especially since she never did anything to attract them. But after two years of having every eligible male in the neighborhood come calling, she had finally concluded it was simply her looks, even though she had the most unfashionable hair color in the kingdom, an atrocious, gaudy, bright rusty-copper color, the one and only thing she had inherited from her father.

So Megan had drawn on common sense that day and said to her best friend, “Just smile and be yourself, and he won’t have a chance.”

And he didn’t. Within two months of meeting her, the Right Honorable Tyler had been moved to propose to Tiffany. They were to be married on her eighteenth birthday, in a little less than three months. And no simple ceremony for this viscount’s son. They would be doing it up grand right at the height of the London Season.

Considering how pleased Megan was for her friend, and what a fine fellow she thought Tyler to be, her churlish question to him should have surprised the affianced couple, whom she was chaperoning on the way to church this bright summer Sunday. It did, in fact, surprise Tyler, for her attitude toward him never ceased first to baffle him, then to irritate him, since he never did anything to cause it. It didn’t surprise Tiffany in the least, but then she knew the reason for Megan’s behavior.

Tiffany had appreciated it at first, when Megan had set out to make Tyler think she was the veriest bitch, for any young man Tiffany had ever been the least bit interested in had understandably fallen in love with Megan instead. It wasn’t that Tiffany wasn’t pretty. She was quite pretty; her blond curls and deep blue eyes were in the height of fashion. But pretty didn’t stand a chance next to the kind of mesmerizing beauty that Megan had been blessed with. So Megan had set out at the start to make sure that Tyler’s interest didn’t roam elsewhere, most especially in her direction.

But Megan’s rather unorthodox strategy had been going on long enough, that Tyler no longer just flushed and stammered apologies for whatever it was the outspoken Megan had taken offense at. He now fought back, and he was getting rather good at it.

As he flipped the reins sharply at the high-stepping bay that was pulling the open carriage away from Tiffany’s home, where he had picked up both girls, he remarked without looking at Megan again, “Why, I was staring at nothing at all, Miss Penworthy. Absolutely nothing.”

Tiffany stiffened. Tyler had never been quite that cruel in a comeback before. Megan, she saw, took his reply to heart, blushing furiously and turning away so he wouldn’t see that his barb had hurt.

Tiffany couldn’t blame Tyler. There was just so much nastiness a man could take without getting nasty in return. No, it was Tiffany’s fault for not putting a stop to Megan’s scheme long before now. The reason she hadn’t was that small kernel of doubt she still harbored that if Tyler ever saw Megan as she really was, he would become just as smitten as all the other men who were treated to one of her smiles.

But enough was enough. She was sure that Tyler loved her. And if she couldn’t hold him by now, then she didn’t deserve him, or more to the point, he didn’t deserve her. She would speak to Megan right after the vicar’s sermon—or maybe before, at least before the hurt wore off and Megan got mad instead. That thought worried Tiffany, because when Megan got angry, which fortunately wasn’t often, she could be utterly unpredictable.

Tiffany found her chance when they arrived at the parish church on the edge of Teadale Village. Tyler moved ahead of them to pay his respects to Lady Ophelia and her three daughters. As Countess of Wedgwood, Ophelia Thackeray was in possession of the most lofty title in the neighborhood, and she lorded that over the lesser gentry. Even Megan was not immune to Ophelia’s consequence. She never missed an opportunity to put herself before the lady’s notice, because the countess was the reigning hostess in the parish and her invitations were highly coveted. Megan would do just about anything to get one.

Tiffany had to pull Megan back from plowing after Tyler to greet the countess, so she could have a few words with her. Megan’s impatient look didn’t promise she’d be attentive to those words, however, and she was quick to try to forestall them.

“I hope you’re not going to mention what happened in the carriage, Tiffany.”

“I most certainly am,” Tiffany replied, undaunted. “I know what you’re doing, Megan, and I love you for it. I’m sure it even helped in the beginning. But I’d like to think I can hold Tyler on my own now, that the sight of those cavernous dimples of yours won’t have him fainting at your feet.”

Megan blinked, then gave a spontaneous, unladylike hoot of laughter before she hugged her friend. “You’re right, I know. I think it’s just become a habit, my picking on the dear man.”

“So break the habit this very day.”

Megan grinned. “Very well, but you don’t suppose he’ll think something is wrong with me, do you, if I start being nice to him?”

“I think he’ll quit subtly suggesting that I stop seeing you.”

Megan’s midnight-blue eyes flared, then narrowed. “The devil he did! When?”

“More than once, but can you blame him when you only show him your very worst? It baffles him why we’re such good friends, since it appears to him that we are so very different in temperament.”

“Fat lot he knows,” Megan snapped. “We’re cut from the same cloth, right down to the ragged hem.” But then she bit her lip, unable to hide her concern. “He wouldn’t insist, would he, after you’re married?”

“You know he’s not the least bit highhanded,” Tiffany said reassuringly. “And even if he did insist, it wouldn’t make a jot of difference. I’m afraid you’re stuck with this friend for life, Miss Penworthy.”

Megan smiled the smile that released both dimples and gave her a different kind of beauty, a look that was warm, open—approachable. It even gave Tiffany pause, though she was gifted by that special smile quite often. It still made her feel privileged each time it was bestowed on her, and quite certain there wasn’t anything in the world she wouldn’t do for this dearest friend. It also made the gentlemen in the churchyard who had been covertly watching Megan stop their conversations in mid-sentence to stare openly. Several even took hope from it and determined to try their hand again at courting the incomparable beauty of the parish.

Having said her peace, Tiffany put her arm through Megan’s and led her to the church door, where Tyler was still talking with the four Thackerays. She whispered aside with a grin, “I feel lucky today, Meg. That long-awaited invite is going to be ours at last, I just know it. And you look smashing in that new blue poplin. Old hatchet-face will most definitely be impressed.”

“Do you really think so?” Megan asked hopefully.


Tiffany wished that damn invite wasn’t so important to her friend, but it was. And it wasn’t just that the countess seemed to know everyone in the whole of Devonshire, that people came from miles away to her parties, always guaranteeing new and interesting people to meet. That was only part of it, though a big part for a young girl with the same hopes as every other young girl, to find the man of her romantic dreams, since she hadn’t found him in the gentlemen of her own acquaintance.

That still wasn’t the main reason, for Megan would be having her London Season in a few months and would meet all the eligible men she could hope for then. No, the Countess of Wedgwood had worked hard over the years to make it an achievement to be invited to her home. To never end up on the guest list implied you weren’t quite up to scratch, or worse, that there was actually something wrong with you, a family scandal perhaps, that just hadn’t made the rounds yet. Then again, every other family of note in the parish had received its invite, even if only once, even Tiffany’s family. Her parents had gone, but she had begged off with an illness out of loyalty to Megan, though that was one secret she had never told her friend, for it would only have made her more desperate for that invite, and she was already desperate enough.

They had been so sure, the two of them, that the countess was merely waiting until Megan turned eighteen. But two months had passed since then, and the squire and his daughter were still being ignored.

Tiffany squeezed Megan’s arm in answer to her inquiry, praying she wasn’t just getting her friend’s hopes up, only to have them dashed again. But this was the first time in over a month that they would have the opportunity to speak with the countess, thanks to Tyler. Perhaps all Lady Ophelia needed was to be reminded that Megan Penworthy was her neighbor…

“Next Saturday, then, Mr. Whately,” Lady Ophelia was saying when the two girls joined them. “Just a small gathering of forty or so. And do bring your lovely fiancée.”

The countess smiled at Tiffany, stared at Megan for a moment, then turned and entered the church.

It was a direct cut, a deliberate cut. Alice Thackeray, the youngest daughter at seventeen, even giggled before she hurried after her mother. The other two girls, Agnes and Anne, merely looked spitefully pleased.

Tiffany was appalled for only a moment before she got angry. How dare they? Everyone knew that Megan and Tiffany were best friends, and that Megan accompanied Tiffany and Tyler almost everywhere because she was their chaperon. It was as if the Thackerays had planned this slight, timed it perfectly for the greatest effect, this subtle telling that Megan’s coveted invitation wasn’t going to be forthcoming, ever. Tiffany was afraid she knew why. Megan was just too lovely to have around when one had three less-than-pretty daughters to marry off.

Tyler cleared his throat, recalling them to the fact that they were just standing there. Tiffany finally glanced at Megan to see how badly she was taking the Thackerays’ snubbing. Worse than Tiffany expected. Megan’s face was as pale as the white ribbons on her bonnet, her large blue eyes awash with tears that were going to spill at any moment, though she was trying to hold them back. Tiffany’s heart ached for her, and it made her even angrier that there wasn’t anything she could do to help other than to offer her support.

She squeezed her friend’s hand, drawing those bewildered blue eyes to her. “Why?” Megan whispered.

Tiffany was angry enough to be blunt. “You’re too pretty, damn it. She’s got those plain chicks of hers to marry off, but no man will even look at them if you’re around.”

“But that’s so—so—”

“Selfish? Petty? Absolutely, Meg, but—”

“It’s all right, Tiff, really—but I need to be alone right—”

She didn’t finish, walking abruptly away. “Megan, wait,” Tiffany called out, but she didn’t. She was even running before she left the churchyard, because she could no longer hold back the tears. Mr. Pocock held out a handkerchief to her as she passed him, but she probably didn’t even see him. He stared after her, too, watching her hurry down the lane, away from the church.

“I s’pose we’ll have to hie after her, since it’s over a mile to Sutton Manor,” Tyler remarked.

“That’s not why we’re going after her,” Tiffany replied absently, her attention still on Megan as she stumbled, stopped, dug into her reticule for a handkerchief, then went on without using it. “She and I have walked that distance before.” But Tiffany finally glanced at him, and his expression had her hackles rising again. “Don’t you dare look smug over this, Tyler Whately. She didn’t deserve what that horrid woman did.”

“Allow me to disagree—”

“No, I will not. You’re going to notice a difference in her after today anyway, so I might as well tell you. The only reason she’s treated you abominably was so you wouldn’t like her. It was done for love of me, because she knows how much I—I want you, and she didn’t want to see me hurt if your interest went to her instead.”

“But I can barely tolerate the girl,” he protested.

“You didn’t feel that way when you first met her, did you?” Tiffany shot back.

“Well, no, but—d’you mean to say it was all deliberate?”

“Yes, and if you want to get angry about it, then get angry at me, because I could have stopped her before today, but I—I guess I was still a little worried about your finding out that she’s really a very warm, caring person—”


“And spoiled, and willful—”

“Only a little spoiled, but that’s to be expected with a father as kind and generous as the squire is. And I happen to be just as willful, Tyler.”

“Yes, but in you I find it rather endearing.”

“Thank you—I think. But can you understand Megan’s dilemma? She knows how men see her, Tyler. The attitude she took with you is the only defense she has to keep men from falling hopelessly in love with her.”

“But I wouldn’t want a wife who looks like her, darling. Good God, no!” And he really did seem appalled at the notion. “That girl needs a man with a strong constitution, with little to no temper, and who doesn’t even know the meaning of jealousy. I couldn’t abide having every one of my acquaintances in love with my wife—one or two I might tolerate,” he added with a smile. “But all of them, why, it would drive me to despondency.”

“You make it sound hopeless for her. What man wouldn’t get a little jealous where his wife is concerned?”

“Well, actually, the man’s jealousy won’t matter all that much, I suppose, if he’s assured of her affections. But she’ll have to make a constant effort to keep him assured.”

Tiffany wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that one-sided scenario. “What if she ends up getting jealous for one reason or another—will he have to do some assuring of his own?”

“’Course not. He married her, didn’t he?”


“Not yet he didn’t,” Tiffany grouched.

Tyler blinked as she whipped the train of her skirt out of the way to march stiffly toward the carriage. He almost leaped to catch up with her.

“I say, we didn’t just switch subjects there, did we?” he asked uneasily.

“You tell me, Tyler. Did we?”

“Certainly not,” he insisted. “Your friend’s case is unique, Tiffany, because she is unique—which is not to say I don’t find you unique as well, but you see what I mean. There is simply no comparison to ourselves.”

“All right, Tyler, I forgive you.”

“Thank you—I think.”








Chapter 2




“You’re eating again?” Tiffany asked as she sailed into the dining room unannounced.

The Penworthy butler, Krebs, appeared behind her merely to close the doors, a disgruntled look on his face. He never was quick enough to beat Tiffany to a door, a point he should have resigned himself to a long time ago, but he never had, despite the fact that protocol had been dispensed with where Tiffany was concerned soon after she and Megan had first met.

Surprising Krebs by always using a different entrance to the house when she arrived was a game to Tiffany, one she still enjoyed. If Krebs was lucky enough to see her arrive—and even in that she frequently circled the manor to come around directly to the stable behind it so he wouldn’t—he might dash for the kitchen entrance, but she’d choose the French doors off the drawing room. If he waited in the drawing room, he’d soon hear her teasing call, “Anyone home?” as she came from the back of the house to head right up the stairs. Once, when he knew she was expected, he’d left all three doors wide open and waited in the downstairs hall, where Tiffany would have to pass no matter which door she used. She’d come in through the dining room window that day. Krebs didn’t speak to her for two weeks after that defeat.

Megan had hoped the Robertses’ butler would accommodate her in the same game. But he was a sweet old dear who just smiled at her and wished her a good day when she would appear suddenly in his domain, which took the fun out of it.

She covered a yawn now with her napkin before tossing it onto the table. “This is my first meal of the day, actually, though I’ve had enough of it.”

“Well, do finish your tea,” Tiffany said as she sat down next to her. “I could use another cup myself, so I’ll share it with you.” And then nonchalantly, as if she hadn’t been surprised by Megan’s remark, she added, “Your first meal, you say? Do you know what time it is?”

Megan shrugged, adding tea to her cup and passing it to Tiffany, who proceeded to add nearly an equal amount of sugar to it. There was no question of sharing after that, since Megan took her tea without sugar, but then they both knew that. There wasn’t much of anything that they didn’t know about each other after eleven years of friendship. But Krebs was able to anticipate some things, and had gone to the kitchen to have Cora deliver another cup.

Cora was the cook’s daughter, a pretty girl who had trouble containing her voluptuous curves in the formfitting current fashions, so consequently she was always out of breath because of a too tight corset. Her maid’s uniform was simplicity itself, even if it still sported the bustle and long train that had been the standard ever since the crinoline had gone out of style so many years ago. It was the bane of some ladies that their servants wore the same styles as they did, though of a much cheaper quality. Even charwomen went to work with their skirts trailing, but they had ingenious little ties that got the trains out of the way until they finished their jobs, releasing the trains again when they left work.

Megan waited until Cora had bobbed her curtsy and left the room before she confessed, “I overslept.”

That was a confession, since Megan never overslept and they both knew it. “What is that, the second time in your life? I can understand the first time, after we waited half the night for Lord Beacon’s ghost to appear in that ruined manor house he’s supposed to haunt. What a disappointment—” She broke off before she got carried away reminiscing, and asked sympathetically, “A bad night?”

“An understatement,” Megan admitted.

“Damn, I knew I should have stayed over last night. But I thought you were good and mad enough that you wouldn’t start brooding again.”

Megan grinned. “You think anger is conducive to a good night’s sleep?”

“Well, better than brooding.”

“I’m in a position to disagree, Tiffany, believe me,” Megan replied.

“Oh, well, then,” Tiffany said matter-of-factly. “I guess it got worse after I left?”

“A trifle.”

Megan’s tears had dried up by the time Tiffany had hopped out of the carriage yesterday to walk beside her along the country lane, leaving Tyler to follow discreetly at a distance so they could speak privately. Tiffany hadn’t realized yet that Megan had already put her self-pity aside and was stewing with a healthy fury. To cheer her, Tiffany had suggested she go back and sock Lady O in the nose. Megan had actually considered it, then dismissed the idea as not a good enough retaliation. Since Tiffany hadn’t been serious to begin with, she agreed that the countess wasn’t worth the scandal that would follow that particular brand of revenge.

But she was pleased that Megan wasn’t feeling sorry for herself, and was good and furious over what had happened instead. It was much more healthy. Only Megan was mostly angry at herself for all the time and energy she’d wasted on what had been a hopeless endeavor from the start. She felt like an utter fool. Tiffany felt like one, too, for not having seen it coming sooner. But old hatchet-face hadn’t had to be so bloody spiteful in delivering the blow. That was uncalled-for.

“I knew I shouldn’t have listened to you!” Tiffany exclaimed now. “‘Go home,’ you said. ‘I’m just fine,’ you said. ‘It’s not as if I haven’t been snubbed before,’ you said.”

Megan chuckled. “Well, that’s true enough.”

“I don’t know how you can laugh about it.”

To this day it still made Tiffany furious that the other friends they’d had when they were younger had stopped coming ’round, one by one, when Megan started to turn into a beauty. Quite simply, the other girls felt plain and unattractive next to Megan, and they couldn’t abide that. But some of them had actually snubbed her later in public, and that was taking their pettiness too far. You’d think Megan’s looks were something she had developed to spite them.

Megan wasn’t sure how she could laugh about it either, when having friends turn on you was a kind of hurt that never really went away completely; it just lay beneath the surface waiting for a similar instance to bring it all back. And what the Countess of Wedgwood had done yesterday certainly brought it all back.


“Better to laugh than to cry again, don’t you think?” Megan said as she stared at the leftover sausage she was using to make circles in a dollop of jam on her plate.

Tiffany started. “Good God, yes! Absolutely! Do you want to talk about it?”

They both knew the subject had switched to those past hurts now, not the present one. “No—except, when I think of all the fun we’ve had over the years, I almost feel sorry for those girls that they weren’t around to share it.”

“Now that you mention it, I guess I do, too. After all, they turned into such boring creatures after they deserted us. On second thought, I don’t feel at all sorry for them.”

Megan peeked up with a grin. “Neither do I, but it sounded like a nice thing to say.”

They both laughed, when it was honestly a dreary subject. Tiffany was quick to change it. “I suppose this late meal means you haven’t had your morning ride and are going to be in a rotten mood all day because of it.”

Megan usually breakfasted bright and early with the squire, then spent half the morning riding her horse, Sir Ambrose, and the other half grooming it. No stableboy—though they only had one since they owned a mere four horses—was ever allowed near her pride and joy, other than to feed Sir Ambrose, and even that Megan liked to do. For anyone who knew about her tendency to haunt the stables, it wasn’t hard to guess that Megan absolutely loved horses.


“Actually, I did have my ride.” Staring again at her sausage, Megan added, “Last night.”

“You didn’t.”

“Around two in the morning.”

“You didn’t!”

Megan glanced up to explain earnestly, “I had to, Tiffany, I swear I did. I was near to going crazy.”

“Did you take one of the footmen with you?”

“I didn’t have the heart to wake them.”

“Megan!”

“Well, no one saw me,” Megan said, defensive now, realizing belatedly how scandalous it was for a young lady to go out in the middle of the night by herself. “I stayed to the road for Sir Ambrose’s sake, since it was so dark last night. And it worked. I went right to sleep when I got back.” Tiffany just stared, so Megan added, “That ride did more than just let me get to sleep. On the third trip to the village and back—”

“Third?”

“I ran the route five times—well, I only had the bloody road to stick to, and Sir Ambrose was as game as I for a full-out gallop.”

Tiffany rolled her eyes.

“As I was saying.” Megan got back to the subject. “On the third run it came to me exactly what I could do to set Ophelia Thackeray on her ear in the grandest way possible, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

Tiffany’s expression turned instantly wary. “You didn’t reconsider socking her, did you?”


“No,” Megan said with a grin, then triumphantly added, “I’m going to build a mansion twice the size of hers and become the new reigning hostess of the area. That will show her.”

“Uh, how do you propose to do that?”

“Very simply. I’m going to marry a duke.”

“Oh, well, that will do it. Which duke did you have in mind?

“Wrothston, of course,” Megan announced. “He’s the only one we know.”

Tiffany sat up, because putting a name to this duke took the whimsy out of Megan’s idea, enough to make Tiffany worry that she might actually be serious. “We don’t know him a’tall. If you’ll recall, he wasn’t at Sherring Cross when we took tea with his grandmother. The only reason we even got on his estate was that your father had some obscure acquaintance with the dowager duchess and took the chance of writing her for advice when he was looking for a horse to buy you for your twelfth birthday.”

“And it was fate that she invited us to come choose one from the duke’s stables.”

“Fate? They had hundreds of horses. She was delighted to get rid of one.”

Megan leaned forward to whisper that word ladies weren’t supposed to know anything about. “They breed them at Sherring Cross, so of course she was glad to sell one.” Then she sat back to add, “We already have something in common—horses.”


“We? As in you and the duke? Good God, Meg, you aren’t really serious about this, are you?”

“Absolutely.” Megan grinned excitedly. “Just imagine, Tiff, a magnificent coach pulling up to the church, with the ducal arms of Wrothston emblazoned on it, while the countess with her still unmarried daughters is standing there agog. Then yours truly steps out of the coach, assisted by the most handsome man imaginable. I will, of course, be magnanimous and bid the countess a good day, and even introduce my husband, the duke. And I will kindly not notice that her mouth is hanging open in shock.”

“And it would be, too.” Tiffany laughed, caught up in the pleasant fantasy for a moment. “Oh, that would be the perfect comeuppance.” Then she sighed dramatically. “If only it were possible.”

“But it is,” Megan replied quietly. “And I mean to see it happen.”

Tiffany was appalled to see Megan’s stubborn look appear. “Now, wait a minute. Let’s at least be realistic about this. If you want to marry for a title, we’ll find you a nice viscount. Maybe even an earl wouldn’t be impossible. Yes, an earl, which will make you Lady O’s equal—don’t shake your head at me, damn it!”

“Tiffany, if I’m going to stoop to marrying for a title, it might as well be the big one.”

“Then don’t stoop.”


“I’ve already decided to stoop. And the more I think about it, the more I like the idea of being a duchess.”

Tiffany groaned. “Why do I have to be the bad guy here? All right, listen to the facts, Megan. You may have an earl somewhere in your background—”

“Four generations back, plus a baron or two.”

“Whatever, you’re still just a simple country squire’s daughter. Dukes can marry royalty if they want. They do not marry squires’ daughters.”

“Wrothston will, and why not?” Megan replied tenaciously. “He’s already rich beyond imagining. He’s already got all the consequence he can manage, so he doesn’t need to marry a title himself. He can marry for love if he wants, and a duke can bloody well do whatever he wants. My background does happen to make me acceptable. Certainly he can do better than a squire’s daughter, but he’s not going to care a jot for that because he’s going to be in love with me, hopelessly in love, mind you. And you know why, don’t you? Because of this cursed face of mine. It’s given me nothing but grief till now, but now it’s going to make up for that and win me a duke.”

There was a lot of bitterness and hurt in those words, which made Tiffany cautious in asking her next question. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“What if you don’t love him?”

“Of course I will.”


“What if you can’t, Meg? What if he’s horrible and mean and not lovable at all?”

“He wouldn’t dare be. He’s a duke.”

Tiffany almost smiled at that ridiculous certainty. “But what if when you meet him you just know, deep down, that he won’t do a’tall, that he’d only make you miserable? Would you still want him?”

After a long pause Megan said, “No.”

Thank God for that, Tiffany said to herself with a sigh. She felt on firmer ground now and so plowed on. “He could be ugly, you know.”

“Are you forgetting that parlormaid who whispered to us how handsome he was?”

“She was trying to impress us.”

“We were already overawed. We didn’t need to be impressed anymore that day.”

“That’s another matter. You can’t really want to live in a place like that.”

“Are you joking?” Megan gasped. “Sherring Cross is the most magnificent home imaginable.”

“It’s not a home, it’s a bloody mausoleum spread out over a good six acres. The stable alone was bigger than this house, and this is no small house you have here.”

“I know. It was all so grand,” Megan said dreamily.

“Grand? People probably get lost in that house every day and die.”

Their eyes met on that remark and they both suddenly burst into laughter.

“Die, Tiff?”


“Well, worry about it, at any rate.” They laughed again; then Tiffany finally conceded the point. “All right, I guess it isn’t beyond impossible to win a duke, not for someone who looks like you. Are you absolutely sure, Meg?”

“Yes. Ambrose St. James can start counting his bachelor days good-bye.”

“Good God,” Tiffany gasped. “I forgot you named your horse after him.”

Megan blinked. “So did I.”

Again they burst into laughter, but were interrupted this time as Krebs opened the doors to announce the Honorable Tyler Whately’s arrival. Megan gave him a brilliant smile with the greeting, “Good morning, Tyler. My, don’t you look dashing today. If you’ll just give me a moment to run up and get my bonnet, we can leave.”

She sailed past him without receiving a word of greeting from him, but the man was still dumbstruck by the smile she’d bestowed on him. Tiffany hid her own smile behind her teacup, pleasantly surprised that she wasn’t the least bit jealous over his reaction to her dear friend.

She remarked blandly, “You’ll have to do better than that, Tyler, if you don’t want her to revert to being nasty to you again.”

He snapped his mouth shut, shoved his hands in his pockets, and scowled. “God, I don’t envy the man who wins her hand, indeed I don’t.”


“He’s already been chosen, so let’s hope he wins her heart along with her hand.”

Tyler’s brow rose questioningly. “Did I miss something between yesterday and today?”

“Nothing much—but did you ever think you would feel sorry for a duke?”








Chapter 3




“This is taking precaution too bloody far, Mr. Browne. Walking, by God. Freddy would laugh his arse off if he could see it.”

Mortimer Browne gave the tall man at his side another disgusted look. All he’d heard were complaints of one kind or another since they’d left Kent. But he’d been warned to expect them.

“You wouldn’t be walking if you’d brought another horse along as I suggested.”

“D’you hear how he insults you, Caesar?” Devlin said to the horse of that name.

Mortimer gave the stallion Devlin was leading a killing look for snorting in agreement, but he pressed on with the bare facts. “Traveling at night as we been doing is one thing, Mr. Jefferys, but during the day, you see a lot more and get seen a lot more, and it’d only make folks wonder what a bloke like you is doing riding a horse like that, wouldn’t it, now? You’re here to disappear, not to draw extra attention to yourself.”

“And you’re here to badger me to death, I suppose,” Devlin replied. “But in case you haven’t noticed, the village is no longer in sight, and there isn’t another bloody soul on this road.”

“There wasn’t, but there is now, or are you blind as well as pigheaded?”

Devlin ignored the carriage that had just come over a rise. Instead he stopped short to give Mortimer one of his more intimidating looks. From that six-foot-three, well-filled-out frame, it most definitely did some intimidating. But Mortimer hadn’t been chosen to accompany this young man because he was known to buckle under. Just the opposite. And besides, he had his orders straight from the one and only person Devlin wasn’t quite up to defying, and that gave Mortimer the upper hand—some of the time.

“We was told the squire’s holdings ain’t that far down the road,” Mortimer explained reasonably. “When we reach it will be soon enough for you to get back on that fine beast. Till then, kindly remember you’re no more than a stableboy now—”

“Breeder, Mr. Browne,” Devlin cut in succinctly. “A breeder of fine horseflesh and trainer of same. Yes, a trainer, too. That has a nice ring—”

“But you don’t know the first thing—”

“That’s what you’re along for, to see I don’t make a fool of myself.”

“That’s not why—”

“That’s why I agreed to your obnoxious company. If I have to live in a stable, I’ll bloody well have top say in that stable, or this harebrained idea ends right now.”

Mortimer opened his mouth to argue, but he could see on this point it wouldn’t do him a bit of good. So he nodded curtly, but went back to giving orders that had a better chance of being heeded.

“Since that is a carriage coming our way, and most likely carrying some of the local gentry, pull your hat down to conceal—”

“Oh, give over, Browne,” Devlin bit out, obviously at the limit of his patience. “We’re at the bloody end of the world here. If those country bumpkins recognize me, I’ll eat these atrocious boots you dredged up for me to wear.”

“Could you at least slouch a little?”

“No.” And that “No” had a definite ring of finality to it. “I’m walking, walking, for God’s sake, with a moth-eaten jacket dangling from my shoulder, scruffed boots unworthy of a charity box, and I’m sweating, Mr. Browne. Sweating! Not another bloody concession am I inclined to make. Not another one.”

“Sweating in a bloody white lawn shirt,” Mortimer mumbled beneath his breath. “The very mark of a gentle—”

“What was that?”

“Nothing, Mr. Jefferys, nothing at all,” Mortimer said. “But if we fail in this endeavor, we know whose fault it will be, don’t we?”

“Indeed we do.”

That wasn’t reassuring in the least.

 

It wasn’t unusual to see folks walking along the road from Teadale, even leading horses behind them instead of riding them. What was unusual today was the quality of the horseflesh on that road.

Megan noticed the black Thoroughbred long before Tyler was moved to remark, “By God, did you ever see such a fine-looking stud?”

Tiffany and Megan exchanged an amused look. The word “stud” wouldn’t have slipped out if Tyler weren’t so impressed that he could even forget there were ladies present. But they were closer, and the black stallion’s elegant lines were unmistakable now. Indeed, none of them had ever seen such a magnificent animal.

With her love of horses, Megan was as impressed as Tyler, if not more so. She had prided herself on having the finest horse in the parish, in all of Devonshire for that matter, but this Thoroughbred put Sir Ambrose to shame, and she couldn’t even begrudge him that. He was just too beautiful. She could imagine the ride he would give, the speed a skillful rider could get out of him. It wasn’t fair that stallions were considered unsuitable mounts for ladies, for this was one horse Megan would dearly love to own. She wildly considered asking her father to buy him. He always gave her anything she wanted—within reason. But then she had to dismiss the idea, certain that the owner of that animal wouldn’t part with him for any price. She certainly wouldn’t if he were hers.

It barely registered on her that Tyler had stopped the carriage, except that the stallion was right there in front of her now for her to admire, and she couldn’t take her eyes off him. She started to stand up, with every intention of getting even closer, but Tiffany’s laugh and whispered “Behave” recalled her to the fact that a lady didn’t just walk up and examine someone else’s horse, not without the owner’s permission, at any rate. She turned now to get that permission from the man who held the stallion’s reins—and promptly forgot about the horse.

He stood there, sweaty and dusty, and she thought him the most handsome man she’d ever seen. Without considering the impropriety of it, she cast her eyes over him with the same avid intensity she had given the stallion. Tall, broad, divinely put together, and clean-shaven, revealing every arrogant line of those stunning, sun-gilded features. She even found beautiful the hand that rose so slowly to remove his hat, and even the wildly unkempt hair that was as black as pitch. And then she ran into the most amazing turquoise eyes—and suddenly realized they were staring right back at her.

The jolt she received from those eyes caused her to become aware of what she was doing, and she immediately looked away, grateful for the wide brim of her own hat that would conceal from all concerned the hot color of her mortification. She simply could not credit what she had just done. The only excuse she could think of was that she had been avidly admiring the stallion, then to see an even more magnificent specimen, though of a different breed…that was no excuse for the way she had stared at a complete stranger. She had never stared at men she did know the way she had looked at this man.

And then the picture of him, still branded in her mind, pointed out the poor quality of his attire, the slowness of his manners, as if he weren’t used to them, the lack of even a neckcloth, which no gentleman would be without. He wasn’t gentry, then, and thank God for that; at least she hoped he wasn’t, so her unspeakable behavior wouldn’t make the rounds of her acquaintances. It might be mentioned in a few taverns, but she could live with that—no, she couldn’t. God, what had possessed her?

But Tiffany hadn’t noticed, thankfully, and Tyler was still utterly engrossed in the stallion and hearing about its bloodlines, in answer to the question he’d just asked. What else had been said, Megan couldn’t imagine. She wanted to be away from there. She never wanted to lay eyes on that fellow again with his secret knowledge of her wretched behavior.

“…as if I had the blunt to own him,” that deep voice was saying in something of a churlish tone.

“Then who does?” Tyler wanted to know.

“Squire Penworthy’s the proud new owner.”

Megan’s head whipped around, but again she was struck first by the handsomeness of the fellow, so much so, with his eyes meeting hers head on, that she almost, to her horror, forgot his incredible statement.

As it was, it took five long seconds for her to remember and let the words tumble out. “I don’t believe it. My father would have said something to me.”

“And who is your father that he would know anything about it?”

“Squire Penworthy, of course.”

It was his turn to pause overlong, but then his full lower lip curled up the slightest bit. “Ah, well, I don’t see that his decision to start up a stud farm would be any business of yours, now would it?”

That was perfectly true—in most cases. Not in hers, however, when her father knew she would take a keen interest in the acquisition of new horseflesh, for whatever the reason. He would just have found a more delicate way to mention it. Not like this fellow, who seemed to take an undue amount of pleasure in saying the word “stud” as he did, which was saying it rudely. Even Tyler moved uncomfortably upon hearing that “forbidden” word, forgetting he had said it himself only moments ago.

Those turquoise eyes were still on Megan, flustering her with their directness, and now that he had her attention again, they moved over her in the same slow manner that hers had done to him—deliberately, she didn’t doubt, an exact tit for tat. And there wasn’t anything she could say about it without his announcing to the world—or to their small group—that he was merely repaying the compliment. But what he was doing was no compliment. It was an insult of the worse kind, something no gentleman would do no matter the provocation, but then he was proving he wasn’t of that stamp with every passing moment—unless he thought she welcomed his personal attention. Good God, he might think just that after what she’d done.

“Then you’re only delivering the stallion?” Megan blurted out. “You’ll be gone afterward?”

The hopeful note in her tone had Tiffany looking askance at her. The man on the ground didn’t miss it either. He seemed confused for the briefest moment; then he smiled, a downright nasty-looking smile that made Megan brace herself, and with reason.

“I’m a horse breeder, miss, and I come with this one, ’cause no one else can handle him but me. You don’t think his previous owner would let a horse like this go without assuring he has the proper care, do you? Not bloody likely. But I’m also a horse trainer, so I’m a right valuable chap to have around. I have a knack for it, you see, cause I treat them all like women—with a gentle hand for the most part, a firm one when needed, and a good slap to the hindquarters when they get too feisty.”

Now why the devil had he said that, Devlin wondered. Just to see if her cheeks could get as bright as that god-awful titian hair? Redheads did not blush becomingly. This one did, damn her.

The gent was starting to sputter indignantly, however. Devlin would have been surprised if he didn’t. But he gave the blond chap a look of innocent inquiry, and got a look back that said, What could one expect of a horse breeder but ill-bred manners?

But the squire’s daughter was good and furious now and not trying to hide it. “Drive on, Tyler. I’ll have him dismissed before he’s settled in, I guarantee it.”

Devlin heard the young man’s answer as the reins snapped and the carriage pulled away. “I’m sure he didn’t mean that as it sounded, or at least, not as an insult.”

“The devil he didn’t.”

“She’s right,” Mortimer said beside Devlin as they both stared after the departing carriage.

“Found your tongue again, did you?”

Mortimer’s cheeks exploded with color. “So I lost it. I ain’t never seen anything the likes of her before, but what’s your excuse? You didn’t lose your tongue, you lost your bloody wits. That was the squire’s daughter, the same said squire that don’t even know yet that we’re going to be guests in his stable, or that he’s bought himself a prime piece of horseflesh. What if she had had that bloke take her right home instead to complain to her father?”

Devlin scowled because that hadn’t occurred to him, when it should have. But he dismissed it by saying, “So we would have had a little race to see who would get to the squire first. Need you wonder who would win?”

“Oh, that’s a fine solution, guaranteed to get the little miss in a worse snit. Why’d you have to go and insult her in the first place?”

“I thought I was being crudely in character.”

“Whose character, a breeder of fine horseflesh who by his very trade associates with the gentry enough to know better, or a guttersnipe who don’t?”

Devlin suddenly laughed. “I think I will be safer if I assume the guttersnipe’s manners, at least around that little gem.”

“Safer?”

“Without question,” Devlin replied. But since that hadn’t answered Mortimer’s confusion, he added, “I do believe you were right, Mr. Browne. My wits went a-begging, and they haven’t come back yet.”

“She was something to look at, wasn’t she?”


“If you like brassy redheads.”

Mortimer snorted. “And you don’t, I suppose?”

“No, thank God. If I did, I’d prob’ly have been laid to waste. But you know, Mr. Browne, I’m inclined to think now that I just might enjoy our sojourn in this tail end of the world.”

“I hope that doesn’t mean you intend to amuse yourself with that little miss.”

“Amuse? Certainly, or didn’t you notice she and I just declared war?”








Chapter 4




Arnold Penworthy glanced up from the letter in his hand to give Devlin another long look, his third since he’d opened the letter, but then he went back to reading. He had warm, friendly brown eyes. Even disturbed as he was now about what he was being asked to do, his eyes were still friendly.

She was nothing like her father. Devlin had felt like a bloody giant when the squire had stood up from behind his desk to accept the letter Devlin had handed over. The squire was definitely on the short side, might even be an inch or two shorter than his daughter. And rotund as a stout barrel of ale, whereas Devlin knew corsets, from as many as he’d had the pleasure of removing, and would hazard a guess that Miss Penworthy’s hadn’t been cinched in all that tight to give her that slim, hourglass waistline.

Miss? He didn’t know. She could be married. She certainly looked old enough to be married. That could even have been her husband with her today. Devlin wasn’t going to ask.

“It doesn’t say here why he wants me to hide you in my stable,” the squire suddenly pointed out.

Devlin considered his answer carefully, but finally opted for bluntness in saying, “A friend of mine wants to blow my head off.”

A bushy red brow shot up. “A friend, you say?”

Devlin nodded. “My best friend, actually. It’s a misunderstanding that he
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