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March 1, 1820

Newmarket, Suffolk

Unfettered freedom!  He’d escaped.

With an arrogant smile, Harold Henry Cynster—Demon to everyone, even to his mother in her weaker moments—drew his curricle to a flourishing halt in the yard behind his Newmarket stable. Tossing the reins to his groom, Gillies, who leaped from the back of the elegant equipage to catch them, Demon stepped down to the cobbles. In a buoyant mood, he ran a loving hand over the glossy bay hide of his leader and scanned the yard with a proprietorial eye.

There was not a scheming mama or disapproving, gimlet-eyed dowager in sight.

Bestowing a last fond pat on his horse’s shoulder, Demon headed for the open rear door of the stable. He’d left London at midday, unexpectedly content to have the breeze blow the cloying perfume of a certain lascivious countess from his brain. More than content to leave behind the ballrooms, the parties, and the myriad traps the matchmaking mamas laid for gentlemen such as he. Not that he’d found any difficulty in evading such snares, but, these days, there was a certain scent on the breeze, a presentiment of danger he was too experienced to ignore.

First his cousin Devil, then his own brother Vane, and now his closest cousin, Richard—who next of their select band of six, the Bar Cynster as they were called, would fate cause to trip into the arms of a loving wife?

Whoever it was, it wouldn’t be him.

Pausing before the open doors of the stable, he swung around, eyes squinting in the slanting sunlight. Some of his horses were ambling in the paddocks with their lads in close attendance. On the Heath beyond, other stables’ strings were exercising under the eyes of owners and trainers.

The scene was an exclusively male one. The fact that he felt entirely at home—indeed, could feel himself relaxing—was ironic. He could hardly claim he didn’t like women, didn’t enjoy their company. Hadn’t—didn’t—devote considerable time to their conquest.

He couldn’t deny he took pleasure in, and derived considerable satisfaction from, those conquests. He was, after all, a Cynster.

He smiled. All that was true. However . . .

Whereas the other members of the Bar Cynster, as wealthy, well-born gentlemen, had accepted the fact that they would marry and establish families in the time-honored tradition, he had vowed to be different. He’d vowed never to marry, never to tempt the fate with which his brother and cousins had fenced and lost. Marriage to fulfill society’s obligations was all very well, but to marry a lady one loved had been the baneful fate of all male Cynsters to date.

A baneful fate indeed for a warrior breed—to be forever at the mercy of a woman. A woman who held one’s heart, soul and future in her small, delicate hands.

It was enough to make the strongest warrior blanch. He was having none of it.

Casting a last glance around the neat yard, approving the swept cobbles, the fences in good repair, Demon turned and entered the main stable housing his racing string. Afternoon stables had already commenced—he would view his exercising horses alongside his very capable trainer, Carruthers.

Demon was on his way to his stud farm, located three miles farther south of the racecourse in the gently undulating countryside bordering the Heath. As he had every intention of avoiding marriage for the term of his natural life, and the current atmosphere in London had turned fraught with the Season about to start, and his aunts, as well as his mother, fired with the excitement of weddings, wives and the consequent babies, so he’d elected to lie low and see out the Season from the safe distance of his stud farm and the unthreatening society of Newmarket.

Fate would have no chance to sneak up on him here.

Looking down to avoid the inevitable detritus left by his favored darlings, he strolled unhurriedly up the long central alley. Boxes loomed to his left and right, all presently empty. At the other end of the building, another pair of doors stood open to the Heath. The day was fine, with a light breeze lifting manes and flicking long tails—his horses were out, doing what they did best. Running.

After spending the last hours with the sun warming his shoulders, the stable’s shadows felt cool. A chill unexpectedly washed over the back of his shoulders, then coalesced into an icy tingle and slithered all the way down his spine.

Demon frowned and wriggled his shoulders. Reaching the point where the alley widened into the mounting area, he stopped and looked up.

A familiar sight met his eyes—a lad or work rider swinging a leg over the sleek back of one of his champions. The horse was facing away, wide bay rump to him; Demon recognized one of his current favorites, an Irish gelding sure to run well in the coming season. That, however, was not what transfixed him, rooting his boots to the floor.

He could see nothing of the rider bar his back and one leg. The lad wore a cloth cap pulled low on his head, a shabby hacking jacket and baggy corduroy breeches. Baggy except in one area—where they pulled tight over the rider’s rear as he swung his leg over the saddle.

Carruthers stood beside the horse, issuing instructions. The lad dropped into the saddle, then stood in the stirrups to adjust his position. Again, corduroy strained and shifted.

Demon sucked in a breath. Eyes narrowing, jaw firming, he strode forward.

Carruthers slapped the horse’s rump. Nodding, the rider trotted the horse, The Mighty Flynn, out into the sunshine.

Carruthers swung around, squinting as Demon came up. “Oh, it’s you.” Despite the abrupt greeting and the dour tone, there was a wealth of affection in Carruthers’s old eyes. “Come to see how they’re shaping, have ye?”

Demon nodded, his gaze locked on the rider atop The Mighty Flynn. “Indeed.”

With Carruthers, he strolled in the wake of The Flynn, the last of his horses to go out on the Heath.

In silence, Demon watched his horses go through their paces. The Mighty Flynn was given a light workout, walking, trotting, then walking again. Although he noted how his other horses performed, Demon’s attention never strayed far from The Flynn.

Beside him, Carruthers was watching his charges avidly. Demon glanced his way, noting his old face, much lined, weathered like well-worn leather, faded brown eyes wide as he weighed every stride, considered every turn. Carruthers never took notes, never needed any reminder of which horse had done what. When his charges came in, he would know precisely how each was faring, and what more was needed to bring them to their best. The most experienced trainer in Newmarket, Carruthers knew his horses better than his children, which was why Demon had pestered and persevered until he’d agreed to train for him, to devote his time exclusively to training Demon’s string.

His gaze fastening once more on the big bay, Demon murmured, “The lad on The Flynn—he’s new, isn’t he?”

“Aye,” Carruthers replied, his gaze never leaving the horses. “Lad from down Lidgate way. Ickley did a runner—leastways, I assume he did. He didn’t turn up one morning and we haven’t seen him since. ’Bout a week later, young Flick turned up, looking for a ride, so I had him up on one of the tetchy ones.” Carruthers nodded to where The Flynn was trotting along, pacing neatly with the rest of the string, the small figure on his back managing him with startling ease. “Rode the brute easily. So I put him up on The Flynn. Never seen the horse give his heart so willingly. The lad’s got the touch, no doubt about that. Excellent hands, and good bottom.”

Demon inwardly admitted he couldn’t argue. “Good,” however, was not the adjective he’d have used. But he must have been mistaken. Carruthers was a staunch member of the fraternity, quite the last man to let a female on one of his charges, let alone trust her with The Flynn.

And yet . . .

There was a niggle, a persistent whisper in his mind, something stronger than suspicion flitting through his brain. And at one level—the one where his senses ruled—he knew he wasn’t wrong.

No lad had ever had a bottom like that.

The thought reconjured the vision; Demon shifted and inwardly cursed. He’d left the countess only a few hours ago; his lustful demons had no business being awake, much less raising their collective head. “This Flick . . .” Saying the name triggered something—a memory? If the lad was local, he might have stumbled across him before. “How long’s he been with us?”

Carruthers was still absorbed with the horses, now cooling before walking in. “Be two weeks, now.”

“And he pulls his full load?”

“I’ve only got him on half-pay—didn’t really need another hand with the stablework. Only needed him for riding—exercising and the gallops. Turned out that suited him well enough. His mum’s not well, so he rides up here, does morning stables, then rides back to Lidgate to keep her company, then comes up again for afternoon stables.”

“Hmm.” The first horses were returning; Demon drew back into the stable, standing with Carruthers to the side of the mounting area as the stable lads walked their charges in. Most of the lads were known to him. While exchanging greetings and the occasional piece of news, and running knowledgeable eyes over his string, Demon never lost sight of The Flynn.

Flick ambled at the rear of the string. He’d exchanged no more than brief nods and occasional words with the other lads; amid the general camaraderie, Flick appeared a loner. But the other lads seemed to see nothing odd in Flick; they passed him as he walked the huge bay, patting the silky neck and, judging from the horse’s twitching ears, murmuring sweet nothings with absolute acceptance. Demon inwardly cursed and wondered, yet again, if he could possibly be wrong.

The Flynn was the last in; Demon stood, hands on hips, to one side of Carruthers in the shadows, shadows rendered even deeper by the sudden brilliance of the westering sun. Flick let the bay have a last prance before settling him and guiding him into the stable. As the first heavy hoof clopped hollowly on the flags, Flick looked up.

Eyes used to the sunshine blinked wide, finding Carruthers, then quickly passing on to fix on Demon. On his face.

Flick reined in, eyes widening even more.

For one, tense instant, rider and owner simply stared.

Jerking the reins, Flick wheeled The Flynn, sending Carruthers a horrified glance. “He’s still restless—I’ll take him for a quick run.” With that, she and The Flynn were gone, leaving only a rush of wind behind them.

“What the—!” Carruthers started forward, then stopped as the futility of any chase registered. Bemused, he turned to Demon. “He’s never done anything like that before.”

A curse was Demon’s only answer; he was already striding along the alley. He stopped at the first open box, where a lad was easing the girth strap on one of his heavier horses.

“Leave that.” Demon shouldered the startled lad aside. With one tug and a well-placed knee, he recinched the girth. He vaulted into the saddle and backed the horse, fumbling with the stirrup straps.

“Here—I can send one of the lads after him.” Carruthers stepped back as Demon trotted the horse past.

“No—leave it to me. I’ll straighten the lad out.”

Demon doubted Carruthers caught the emphasis; he wasn’t about to stop and explain. Muttering, he set out in hot pursuit.

The instant his mount cleared the stable door, he dug in his heels; the horse lengthened his stride from trot to canter to gallop. By then, Demon had located his prey. In the far distance, disappearing into the shadows thrown by a stand of trees. Another minute and he’d have lost her.

Jaw setting, he struggled with the stirrups as he pounded along. Curses and oaths colored the wind of his passage. Finally, the stirrups were lengthened enough; he settled properly into the saddle, and the chase began in earnest.

The bobbing figure on the back of The Flynn shot a glance behind, then looked forward. A second later, The Flynn swerved and lengthened his stride.

Demon tacked, trying to close the gap by cutting diagonally across—only to find himself careening toward a stretch of rough. Forced to slow and turn aside, he glanced up—and discovered that Flick had abruptly swung the other way and was making off in a different direction. Instead of shortening, the distance between them had grown.

Jaw clenched, eyes narrowed, Demon forgot about swearing and concentrated on riding. Within two minutes, he’d altered his initial plan—to ride Flick down and demand an explanation—to simply keeping the damned female in sight.

She rode like a demon—even better than he. It didn’t seem possible, but . . .

He was a superlative rider, quite possibly the most accomplished of his day. He could ride anything with four legs, mane and tail anywhere, over any terrain. But Flick was leading him a merry dance. And it wasn’t simply the fact that his horse was already tired or that he rode much heavier than she. The Flynn was tired, too, and was being ridden harder; Flick was fleeing; he was only following. But she seemed to merge with her mount in that way only other expert riders could understand.

He understood it and couldn’t help admiring it grudgingly, even while acknowledging he had not a hope in hell of catching her.

Her. There was no doubt of that now. Lads did not have delicate shoulders and collarbones, swanlike necks, and hands that, even encased in leather gloves, looked small and fine-boned. As for her face, the little he’d glimpsed above the woollen muffler wound about her nose and chin had been more Madonnalike than manlike.

A female called Flick. In the distant recesses of his brain, a memory stirred, too insubstantial to catch and hold. He tried to coax it further into the light, and failed. He was sure he’d never called any female Flick.

She was still a good two furlongs ahead of him, maintaining the distance with ease. They were riding directly west, out onto the less frequented stretches of the Heath. They’d sped past a number of strings out exercising; heads had come up to watch them in surprise. He saw her glance around again; an instant later, she swerved. Grimly determined, Demon squinted into the setting sun and followed in her tracks.

He might not be able to ride her down, but he’d be damned if he’d lose her.

His resolution had, by now, communicated itself quite effectively to Flick. Making a few choice observations about London-bound rakes who came up to their stud farms with not a moment’s notice and then proceeded to get in the way, to throw her off her stride, to plunge her into a ridiculous fluster, she irritatedly, and not a little frantically, reviewed her options.

There weren’t many. While she could easily ride for another hour, The Flynn couldn’t. And the horse Demon was on would fare even worse. And, despite the knot of sheer panic in her stomach, there wasn’t any point fleeing, anyway.

She would, one way or another, either now or only marginally later, have to face Demon. She didn’t know if he’d recognized her, but in that frozen instant in the stable when his blue gaze had raked her, she’d got the impression he’d seen through her disguise.

In fact, the impression she’d got was that he’d seen right through her clothes—a distinctly unnerving sensation.

Yet even if he hadn’t realized she was female, her impulsive reaction had made a confrontation unavoidable. She’d run—and she couldn’t possibly explain that, not without giving him, and his memories, far too many hints as to her identity.

Catching her breath on a hiccup, Flick glanced back; he was still there, doggedly following. Turning forward, she noted their location. She’d led him west, then south, skirting the stables and paddocks edging the racecourse, then heading farther onto the open Heath. She glanced at the sun. They had at least an hour before twilight. With all the others back at the stables settling horses for the night, this part of the Heath was now deserted. If she found a spot where they were reasonably screened, it would be as good a place as any for the meeting that, it now seemed, had to be.

Honesty was her only option. In truth, she would prefer it—lies and evasion had never been her style.

A hundred yards ahead, a hedge beckoned. Her memory provided a picture of what lay beyond. The Flynn was tiring; she leaned forward and stroked the glossy neck, whispering words of praise, encouragement and outright flattery into his ear. Then she set him for the hedge.

The Flynn soared over it, landing easily. Flick absorbed the jolt and wheeled left, into the long shadows thrown by a copse. In the space between the hedge and the copse, screened on three sides, she reined in and waited.

And waited.

After five minutes, she started to wonder if Demon had looked away at the crucial moment and not seen where she’d gone. When another minute passed and she sensed no ground-shaking thuds, she frowned and straightened in her saddle. She was about to gather her reins and move out to search for her pursuer when she saw him.

He hadn’t jumped the hedge. Despite his wish to catch her, wisdom—care for his horse—had prevailed; he’d gone along the hedge until he’d found a gap. Now he cantered up through the late afternoon, broad shoulders square, long limbs relaxed, head up, the sun striking gold from his burnished curls, his face a grim mask as he scanned the fields ahead, trying to catch sight of her.

Flick froze. It was tempting—so tempting—to sit still. To look her fill, and let him pass by, to worship from afar as she had for years, letting her senses feast while she remained safely hidden. If she made no sound, it was unlikely he would see her. She wouldn’t have to face him . . . unfortunately, there were too many hurdles along that road. Stiffening her spine, taking a firm grip on her unruly senses, she lifted her chin. “Demon!”

His head snapped around; he wheeled aggressively, then saw her. Even at that distance, his gaze pinned her, then he scanned her surroundings. Apparently satisfied, he set his grey trotting toward her, slowing to a walk as he neared.

He was wearing an elegant morning coat of a blue that matched his eyes; his long thighs, gripping the saddle skirts, were encased in tight buckskin. Ivory shirt, ivory cravat and gleaming Hessians completed the picture. He looked what he was—the very epitome of a London rake.

Flick kept her gaze fixed on his face and wished, very much, that she were taller. The closer he came, the smaller she felt—the more childlike. She was no longer a child, but she’d known him since she had been. It was hard to feel assured. With her cap shading her face, her muffler over her nose and chin, she couldn’t imagine how he might see her—as a girl still with pigtails, or as the young lady who’d trenchantly avoided him. She’d been both, but she was neither now. What she was now was on a crusade. A crusade in which she could use his help. If he consented to give it.

Lips firming beneath her muffler, she tilted her chin and met his hard stare.

Demon’s memories churned as he walked his horse into the copse’s shadow. She’d called him “Demon”—only someone who knew him would do that. Images from the past jumbled and tumbled, glimpses through the years of a child, a girl, who would without a blush call him Demon. Of a girl who could ride—oh, yes, she’d always ridden, but when had she become a maestro?—of a girl he had long ago pegged as having that quality Carruthers described as “good bottom”—that open-hearted courage that bordered on the reckless, but wasn’t.

When he stopped his horse, nose to tail with The Flynn, he had her well and truly placed. Not Flick. Felicity.

Eyes like slits, he held her trapped; reaching out, he tugged the concealing muffler from her face.

And found himself looking down at a Botticelli angel.

Found himself drowning in limpid blue eyes paler than his own. Found his gaze irresistibly drawn to lips perfectly formed and tinged the most delicate rose pink he’d ever seen.

He was sinking. Fast. And he wasn’t resisting.

Sucking in a breath, he drew back, inwardly shocked at how far under he’d gone. Shaking free of the lingering spell, he scowled at its source. “What the damn hell do you think you’re about?”


Chapter 2
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She tilted her chin—a delicate, pointy little chin. Set as it was, it looked decidedly stubborn.

“I’m masquerading as a stable lad, in your stables, so—”

“What a damn fool lark! What the devil—”

“It’s not a lark!” Her blue eyes flashed; her expression turned belligerent. “I’m doing it for the General!”

“The General?” General Sir Gordon Caxton was Demon’s neighbor and mentor, and Felicity’s—Flick’s—guardian. Demon scowled. “You’re not going to tell me the General knows about this?”

“Of course not!”

The Flynn shifted; tight-lipped, Demon waited while Flick quieted the big bay.

Her gaze flickered over him, irritated and considering in equal measure, then steadied on his face.

“It’s all because of Dillon.”

“Dillon?” Dillon was the General’s son. Flick and Dillon were of similar age. Demon’s most recent memories of Dillon were of a dark-haired youth, swaggering about the General’s house, Hillgate End, giving himself airs and undeserved graces.

“Dillon’s in trouble.”

Demon got the distinct impression she only just avoided adding “again.”

“He became involved—inadvertently—with a race-fixing racket.”

“What?” He bit off the word, then had to settle his mount. The words “race-fixing” sent a chill down his spine.

Flick frowned at him. “That’s when jockeys are paid to ease back on a horse, or cause a disruption, or—”

He glared at her. “I know what race-fixing entails. That doesn’t explain what you’re doing mixed up in it.”

“I’m not!” Indignation colored her cheeks.

“What are you doing masquerading as a lad, then?”

Her soft blue eyes flashed. “If you’d stop interrupting, I’d be able to tell you!”

Demon reined in his temper, set his jaw, and pointedly waited. After a moment’s fraught silence, blue eyes locked with blue, Flick nodded and put her pert nose in the air.

“Dillon was approached some weeks ago by a man and asked to take a message to a jockey about the first race of the season. He didn’t see any reason he shouldn’t, so he agreed. I suspect he thought it would be a lark—or that it made him more involved with the racing—but he agreed to carry the message to the jockey, then didn’t. Couldn’t. He got a chill and Mrs. Fogarty and I insisted he stay in bed—we took away his clothes, so he had to. Of course, he didn’t say why he kept trying to struggle up. Not then.”

She drew breath. “So the message didn’t get passed on. It was an instruction to fix the race, so the race, therefore, wasn’t fixed. It now seems that the man who approached Dillon was working for some sort of syndicate—a group of some description—and because the race wasn’t fixed and they didn’t know it, they lost a lot of money.”

“Men came looking for Dillon—rough men. Luckily, Jacobs and Mrs. Fogarty didn’t like their style—they said Dillon was away. So now he’s in hiding and fears for his life.”

Demon exhaled and sat back in his saddle. From what he knew of the unsavory types involved in race-fixing, Dillon had good cause to worry. He studied Flick. “Where’s he hiding?”

She straightened, and fixed him with a very direct look. “I can’t tell you—not unless you’re willing to help us.”

Demon returned her gaze with one even more severe, and distinctly more aggravated. “Of course I’m going to help you!” What did she think he was? Beneath his breath, he swore. “How’s the General going to take it if his only son is charged with race-fixing?”

Flick’s expression immediately eased; Demon knew he couldn’t have said anything more convincing—not to her. More devoted than a daughter, she was intensely protective of the ageing General. She thought the world of him, as did he. She actually nodded approvingly.

“Precisely. And that, I’m afraid, is one of the things we especially fear, because the man who hired Dillon definitely knew he was the General’s son.”

Demon inwardly grimaced. The General was the preeminent authority on English and Irish Thoroughbreds and revered throughout the racing industry. The syndicate had planned well. “So where’s Dillon hiding?”

Flick considered him, one last measuring glance. “In the tumbledown cottage on the far corner of your land.”

“My land?”

“It was safer than anywhere on the Caxton estate.”

He couldn’t argue—the Caxton estate comprised just the house and its surrounding park. The General had a fortune invested in the Funds and needed no farms to distract him. He’d sold off his acres years ago—Demon had bought some of the land himself. He shot a glance at Flick, sitting comfortably astride The Flynn. “My horses, my cottage—what else have you been making free with?”

She blushed slightly but didn’t reply. Demon couldn’t help but notice how fine her skin was, unblemished ivory silk now tinged a delicate rose. She was a painter’s dream; she would have had Botticelli slavering. The idea brought to mind the painter’s diaphanously clad angels; in a blink of his mental eye, he had Flick similarly clothed. And the tantalizing question of how that ivory skin, which he’d wager would extend all over her, would look when flushed with passion formed in the forefront of his brain.

Abruptly, he refocused. Good God—what was he thinking? Flick was the General’s ward, and not much more than a child. How old was she? He frowned at her. “None of what you’ve said explains what you’re doing here, dressed like that, working my latest champion.”

“I’m hoping to identify the man who contacted Dillon. Dillon only met him at night—he never saw him well enough to recognize or describe. Now Dillon’s not available to act as his messenger, the man will have to contact someone else, someone who can easily speak to the race jockeys.”

“So you’re hanging around my stables morning and afternoon, hoping this man approaches you?” Aghast, he stared at her.

“Not me. One of the others—the older lads who know all the race jockeys. I’m there to keep watch and overhear anything I can.”

He continued to stare at her while considering all the holes in her story. Clearly, he’d have to fill them in one by one. “How the hell did you persuade Carruthers to hire you? Or doesn’t he know?”

“Of course he doesn’t know. No one does. But it wasn’t difficult to get hired. I heard Ickley had disappeared—Dillon was told Ickley had agreed to act as messenger for this season, but changed his mind at the last. That’s why they approached Dillon. So I knew Carruthers was shorthanded.”

Demon’s lips thinned. Flick continued. “So I dressed appropriately”—with a sweeping gesture, she indicated her garb—“and went to see Carruthers. Everyone in Newmarket knows Carruthers can’t see well close to, so I didn’t think I’d have any difficulty. All I had to do was ride for him and he’d take me on.”

Demon swallowed a snort. “What about the others—the other lads, the jockeys? They’re not all half-blind.”

The look Flick bent on him was the epitome of feminine condescension. “Have you ever stood in a working stable and watched how often the men—lads or trainers—look at each other? The horses, yes, but they never do more than glance at the humans working alongside. The others see me all the time, but they never look. You’re the only one who looked.”

Accusation colored her tone. Demon swallowed his retort that he’d have to have been dead not to look. He also resisted the urge to inform her she should be grateful he had; just the thought of what she’d blithely got herself into, squaring up to expose a race-fixing syndicate, chilled him.

Race-fixing syndicates were dangerous, controlled by men to whom the lives of others meant little. The lives of people like Ickley. Demon made a mental note to find out what had happened to Ickley. The idea that Flick had set herself up as Ickley’s replacement was enough to turn his hair grey. Gazing at her face, on her openly determined expression, it was on the tip of his tongue to terminate her employment immediately.

Recollection of how her chin had set earlier made him hold the words back. Pretty little chin, delicately tapered. And too stubborn by half.

There was a great deal he did not yet know, a great deal he didn’t as yet understand.

The horses were cooling, the sun slowly sinking. His mount shifted, coat flickering. Demon drew breath. “Let’s get back, then I’ll go and see Dillon.”

Flick nodded, urging The Flynn into a walk. “I’ll come, too. Well, I have to. That’s where I change clothes and switch horses.”

“Horses?”

 She threw him a wary glance. “I couldn’t turn up for work riding Jessamy—that they’d certainly notice.”

Jessamy, Demon recalled, was a dainty mare with exceptional bloodlines; the General had bought her last year. Apparently for Flick. He glanced at her. “So? . . .”

She drew breath and looked ahead. “So I borrow the old cob you let run on your back paddock. I don’t ride him above a canter, if that. I’m very careful of him.”

She looked up. He trapped her gaze. “Anything else you’ve borrowed?”

Big blue eyes blinked wide. “I don’t think so.”

“All right. We’ll ride these two back, then you climb on the cob and head off. I’ll leave in my curricle. I’ll drive home, then ride out and join you. I’ll meet you by the split oak on the road to Lidgate.”

She nodded. “Very well. But we’ll need to hurry now. Come on.” She leaned forward, effortlessly shifting The Flynn from walk, to trot, to canter.

And left him staring after her. With a curse, he dug in his heels and set out in her wake.

He reached the split oak before her.

By the time she appeared, trotting the old cob, long past his prime, down the middle of the road, Demon had decided that, whatever transpired with Dillon, he would ensure that one point was made clear.

He was in charge from now on. She’d asked for his help; she would get it, but on his terms.

From now on, he’d lead and she could follow.

As she neared, her gaze slid from him to his mount, a raking grey hunter who went by the revealing name of Ivan the Terrible. He was a proud and princely beast with a foul, dangerous, potentially lethal temper. As the cob drew closer, Ivan rolled one eye and stamped.

The cob was too old to pay the slightest attention. Flick’s brows, however, rose; her gaze passed knowledgeably over Ivan’s more positive points as she reined in. “I know I haven’t seen him before.”

Demon made no reply. He waited—and waited—until she finished examining his horse and lifted her gaze to his face. Then he smiled. “I bought him late last year.” Flick’s eyes, suddenly riveted on his face, widened slightly. She mouthed an “Oh,” and looked away.

Side by side, they rode on, the cob doggedly plodding, Ivan placing his hooves with restless disdain. “What did you tell Carruthers?” Flick asked with a sidelong glance. When they’d returned to the stable, Flick had been in the lead. Carruthers had been standing, hands on hips, in the stable door. From behind Flick, Demon had signalled him away; Carruthers had stared, but, as Flick had trotted The Flynn up, he’d stood aside and let her pass without question. By that time, Carruthers and the nightwatchman, a retired jockey, had been the only ones left in the stable.

Handing his mount to the nightwatchman to unsaddle, Demon had set about mollifying Carruthers.

“I told him I knew you as a brat from near Lidgate, and you’d feared that, recognizing you, I’d terminate your employment immediately.” The twilight was deepening; they jogged along as fast as the cob could manage. “However, having seen you ride, and being convinced of your fervent wish to work my horses, I said I’d agreed to let you stay on.”

Flick frowned. “He came in and all but shooed me off—said he’d settle The Flynn and I should get on home without delay.”

“I mentioned that I knew your sick mother and how she’d worry—I instructed Carruthers that you shouldn’t pull duties that will keep you late, and that you should leave in plenty of time to reach home before dark.”

Although he was examining the scenery and not looking at her, Demon still felt Flick’s suspicious glance. It confirmed his opinion that she didn’t need to know about the other instructions he’d issued to his trainer. Carruthers, thankfully not an imaginative or garrulous sort, had stared at him, then shrugged and acquiesced.

They left the road and turned into a sunken track between two fields. The cob, sensing home and dinner, broke into a trot; Ivan, forced to remain alongside, accepted the edict with typical bad grace, tossing his head and jerking his reins every few yards.

“He’s obviously in need of exercise,” Flick remarked.

“I’ll give him a run later.”

“I’m surprised you let him get into such a bad temper.”

Demon stifled an acid retort. “He’s been here, I’ve been in London, and no one can ride him but me.”

“Oh.”

Lifting her gaze, Flick looked ahead to where the track wended into a small wood; she fell to studying the trees.

From under his lashes, Demon studied her. She’d examined his horse so thoroughly she probably knew his every line, yet she’d barely glanced at him. Ivan was indeed a handsome beast, as were all his cattle, but he wasn’t used to taking second place to his mount. Which might seem arrogant, but he knew women—girls and ladies, females of any description—well.

It wasn’t simply that she hadn’t looked. His senses, well honed through his years on the prowl, could detect not the slightest flicker of consciousness—the minutest suggestion of awareness—in the female riding beside him.

Which, in his experience, was odd. Distinctly odd.

The fact that her lack of awareness was focusing his to a remarkable degree hadn’t escaped him. It didn’t surprise him; he was a born hunter. When the prey didn’t take cover, he—at least that part of him that operated on instinct first, logic second—saw it as a challenge.

Which was, in this case, ridiculous.

There was no reason a girl like Flick, raised quietly in the country, should be aware, in any sexual sense, of a gentleman like him—especially one she’d known all her life.

Demon frowned, tightening the reins as Ivan tried to surge. Disgusted, the big grey snorted; Demon managed not to do the same.

He still had no idea precisely how old she was. He glanced her way, covertly confirming details he’d instinctively noted. She’d always been petite, although he hadn’t seen her in recent years. In her present incarnation, he’d only seen her atop a horse, but he doubted her head would clear his shoulder. Her figure remained a mystery, except for her definitely feminine bottom—a classic inverted heart, sleekly rounded. The rest of her was amply disguised by her stable lad’s garb. Whether she wore bands about her breasts, as did many devoted female riders, he couldn’t tell, but her overall proportions were nice. Slim, slender—she might well be delectable.

On the way back to the stables, she’d tugged her muffler up over her nose and chin so the swath hid most of her face. As for her hair, she’d stuffed it under her cap so thoroughly that, beyond the fact it was as brightly golden as he recalled, he couldn’t tell how she wore it. A few short strands had slipped free at her nape, sheening against her collar like spun gold.

Looking forward, he inwardly frowned. It wasn’t simply that there were lots of things he didn’t yet know about her that bothered him. The very fact he wanted to know bothered him. This was Flick, the General’s ward.

General Sir Gordon Caxton had been his mentor in all matters pertaining to horses since he’d been six. That was when, while visiting with his late great-aunt Charlotte, he’d first met the General. Thereafter, whenever he’d been in the locality, he’d spent as much time as possible with the General, learning everything he could about breeding Thoroughbreds. It was due to the General, to his knowledge freely shared and his unstinting encouragement, that he, Demon, was now one of the preeminent breeders of quality horseflesh in the British Isles.

He owed the General a great deal.

A fact he could never forget. He comforted himself with that thought as he trotted beside Flick into the trees beyond which stood the old cottage.

Once a tenant farmer’s home, it was now one step away from a ruin. From the rutted lane meandering up to its warped and sagging door, the structure looked uninhabitable. Only on closer inspection could one discern that the roof of the main room was still mostly intact, the four walls enclosing it still standing.

With an imperious gesture, Flick led the way around the cottage. Briefly raising his eyes to the skies, Demon followed, entering a grassy clearing enclosed by trees. A sharp whinny greeted them. Eagerly, Flick urged the cob on. Looking across the clearing, Demon saw Jessamy, a pretty golden-coated mare with pale mane and tail and the most exquisite conformation he’d ever seen. She was tethered on a long rein.

Ivan saw Jessamy, too, and concurred with Demon’s assessment. Still held on tight rein, Ivan reared and trumpeted. Only excellent reflexes saved Demon from an embarrassing unseating. Smothering an oath, he wrestled Ivan down, then forced him to the other side of the clearing, ignoring the combined, slightly insulted stares of Flick, Jessamy and the cob.

Dismounting, Demon double-tied Ivan’s reins to a large tree. “Behave yourself,” he ordered, then turned away, leaving the stallion, head up, staring with complete and absolute absorption across the clearing.

Having turned the cob loose, Flick dumped her saddle on a convenient log and gave Jessamy, who clearly adored her, a fond pat. Then, with another imperious, beckoning wave, she led the way around the far side of the cottage.

Muttering beneath his breath, Demon strode after her.

He rounded the cottage—Flick was nowhere in sight. A lean-to had been tacked onto the cottage on that side. The lean-to hadn’t survived as well as the cottage—its outer wall was crumbling and half its roof had disappeared. Flick had ducked through an opening, a door that had never been planned. Hearing her voice in the main room beyond, Demon ducked beneath the canted beams; easing his shoulders through the narrow space, he stepped silently through the debris and entered the cottage proper.

And saw Flick standing beside Dillon Caxton, who was sitting at one end of an old table, blankets wrapped about his shoulders. She was bent over him; as Demon entered, she straightened, frowning, her hand on Dillon’s brow. “You don’t have any sign of a fever.”

Dillon didn’t respond, his eyes, large and dark, framed by long black lashes, fixed on Demon. Then he coughed, glanced at Flick, then at Demon. “Ah . . . hello. Come in! I’m afraid it’s rather cold in here—we daren’t light a fire.”

Mentally noting that the cottage was his property, Demon merely nodded. In such flat countryside, smoke could easily be traced, and smoke rising from an area thought to be uninhabited would certainly attract attention. Holding Dillon’s increasingly wary gaze, he strolled the few paces to the other end of the table, to a stool that appeared sufficiently robust to support his weight. “Flick mentioned that there were gentlemen about whose company you were keen to avoid.”

Color flooded Dillon’s pale cheeks. “Ah, yes. Flick said you’d agreed to help.” With one long-fingered hand, he combed back the thick lock of dark hair that fell, in perfect Byronic imitation, across his brow, and he smiled engagingly. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

Demon held Dillon’s impossibly innocent gaze for a moment, then hitched up the stool and sat, declining to mention that it was for the General’s sake, and Flick’s, that he was involving himself in a mess that, as an owner of racing Thoroughbreds, he’d much rather hand straight to the magistrates.

Dillon glanced up at Flick; she was frowning slightly at Demon. “Flick didn’t say how much she’s told you—”

“Enough for me to understand what’s been going on.” Resting his arms on the table, Demon looked at Dillon and didn’t like what he saw. The fact that Flick was hovering protectively at Dillon’s shoulder contributed to his assessment only marginally; much more telling were his memories, observations made over the years, and the facts of the current imbroglio, not as Flick had innocently described them but as he knew they must be.

He didn’t doubt she’d faithfully recounted all she’d been told; the truth, he knew, was more damning than that.

His smile held the right degree of male camaraderie to appeal to a youth like Dillon. “I’d like to hear your observations direct. Let’s start with your meeting with this character who asked you to carry a message.”

“What do you want to know?”

“The how, the when, the where. The words.”

“Well, the when was nearly three weeks ago, just before the first race of the year.”

“Just before?”

Dillon nodded. “Two days before.”

“Two days?” Demon raised his brows. “That seems awfully short notice to arrange a fix, don’t you think? The general consensus is that these syndicates lay their plans well in advance. It’s something of an imperative, given the number of bookmakers and other supporting characters necessarily involved.”

Dillon’s eyes blanked. “Oh?” Then his smile flashed. “Actually, the man did say they’d had another messenger—Ickley—he used to work at your stables—lined up to do the job, but he’d changed his mind. So they needed someone else.”

“And so they came to you. Why?”

The single word startled Dillon, then he shrugged. “I don’t know—I suppose they were looking for someone who knew their way about. Knew the jockeys, and the places to go to rub the right shoulders.”

Flick settled onto a stool. She was frowning more definitely, but her frown was now aimed at Dillon.

“Why did you imagine this man didn’t just ask you to point out the particular jockey and speak to him himself?”

Dillon’s brows drew down sharply; after a moment, he shook his head. “I don’t follow.”

“Surely you wondered why it was necessary for this man to have a messenger at all?” Demon trapped Dillon’s gaze. “If the messages were innocent, why did the man need to hire you—or anyone—to deliver them?”

Dillon’s trademark smile flashed. “Ah, but the messages weren’t innocent, you see.”

“Oh, I do see,” Demon assured him. “But you didn’t know that before they hired you, did you?”

“Well . . . no.”

“So why didn’t you simply tell this man where he could find the jockey? Why be his go-between?”

“Well, because . . . I suppose I thought he might not want to be seen . . . well, no.”

Demon recaptured Dillon’s gaze. “No, indeed. How much did they pay you?”

Every drop of blood drained from Dillon’s face; his eyes grew darker, wilder. “I—don’t know what you mean.”

Demon held his gaze unblinkingly. “This would not, I suggest, be a good time to lie. How much did they pay you?”

Dillon flushed.

Flick sprang to her feet. “You took money?” Behind her, the stool clattered on the flags. “You took money to carry a message to fix a race?”

The accusation in her tone would have made the Devil flinch; Dillon did not. “It was only two ponies—just for the one message. I wasn’t going to do it any more. That’s why they got Ickley.”

“Any more?” Flick stared at him. “What do you mean ‘any more’?”

Dillon’s expression turned mulish; Flick leaned both hands on the table and looked him in the eye. “Dillon—how long? How long have you been taking money to carry messages for these men?”

He tried to keep silent, tried to withstand the demand in her tone, the scorn in her eyes.“Since last summer.”

“Last summer?” Flick straightened, shoving the table in her agitation. “Good God! Why?” She stared at Dillon. “What on earth possessed you?”

Demon held silent; as an avenging angel, Flick had a distinct advantage.

Turning sulky, Dillon pushed back from the table. “It was the money, of course.” He attempted a sneer, but it bounced off Flick’s righteous fury.

“The General gives you a very generous allowance—why would you want more?”

Dillon laughed brittlely and leaned his arms on the table. He avoided Flick’s outraged stare.

Which did nothing to soothe her temper. “And if you needed more, you know you only had to ask. I always have plenty . . .” Her words trailed away; she blinked, then her eyes blazed. She refocused on Dillon. “You’ve been gambling at the cockfights again, haven’t you?” Scorn—raw disgust—poured through her words. “Your father forbade it, but you couldn’t leave it be. And now—!” Sheer fury choked her; she gestured wildly.

“Cockfighting’s not that bad,” Dillon countered, still sulky. “It’s not as if it’s something other gentlemen don’t do.” He glanced at Demon.

“Don’t look at me,” Demon returned. “Not my style at all.”

“It’s disgusting!” Flick looked directly at Dillon. “You’re disgusting, too.” She whirled and swooped on a pile of clothes set on an old chest. “I’m going to change.”

Demon glimpsed the blue velvet skirts of a stylish riding habit as she stormed past him out into the ruined lean-to.

Silence descended in the main room; Demon let it stretch. He watched Dillon squirm, then stiffen his spine, only to wilt again. When he judged it was time, he quietly said, “I rather think you’d better tell us the whole of it.”

Eyes on the table, on the fingertip with which he traced circles on the scratched surface, Dillon drew a shaky breath. “I ran messages the whole autumn season. I owed a cent-per-cent in Bury St. Edmunds—he said I had to pay up before year’s end or he’d come and see the General. I had to get the money somewhere. Then the man—the one who brings the messages—found me.” He paused, but didn’t look up. “I always thought it was the cent-per-cent who nudged him my way, to ensure I’d be in a position to pay.”

Demon thought that very likely.

Dillon shrugged. “Anyway, it was easy enough—easy money, I thought.”

A choking sound came from the lean-to; Dillon flushed. “Well, it was easy last year. Then, when the man brought the messages for the last few weeks of races, I told him I wouldn’t do it any more. He said, ‘We’ll see,’ and I left it at that. I didn’t expect to see him again, but two nights before the first race this year, he found me. At a cock-fight.”

The sound from the lean-to was eloquent—mingled disbelief, frustration and fury.

Dillon grimaced. “He told me Ickley had balked, and that I’d have to do the job until they could find a ‘suitable replacement.’ That’s how he phrased it.” Dillon paused, then offered, “I think that means someone they have some hold over, because he said, bold as brass, that if I didn’t agree they’d tell the authorities what I’d done, and make sure everyone knew I was the General’s son. Well, I did it. Took the message. And the money. And then I got sick.”

Demon could almost have felt sorry for him. Almost. The flies in the ointment were the General, and Flick’s sniff of disillusionment that came from behind him.

After a moment, Dillon wearily straightened. “That’s all of it.” He met Demon’s gaze. “I swear. If you’ll believe me.”

Demon didn’t answer. Forearms on the table, he steepled his fingers; it was time to take charge. “As I see it, we have two objectives—one, to keep you out of the syndicate’s way until, two, we’ve identified your contact, traced him back to his masters—the syndicate—and unmasked at least one member of said syndicate, and have enough proof for you to take to the magistrate, so that, in turning yourself in as a witless pawn caught up in a greater game, you can plead for leniency.”

He looked up; Dillon blanched, but met his gaze. A moment passed, and Demon raised his brows.

Dillon swallowed, and nodded. “Yes, all right.”

“So we need to identify your contact. Flick said you never saw him clearly.”

Dillon shook his head. “He was always careful—he’d come up to me as I was leaving the pit in the dark, or come sidling up in the shadows.”

“What’s his height, his build?”

“Medium to tall, heavy build.” Dillon’s frown lifted. “One thing recognizable is his voice—it’s oddly rough, like his throat is scratched, and he has a London accent.”

Demon nodded, considering. Then he refocused. “Flick’s idea is the only reasonable way forward—we’ll have to keep watch about the tracks and stables to see who approaches the race jockeys. I’ll handle that.”

“I’ll help.”

The statement came from behind him; Demon glanced around, then rose spontaneously to his feet. Luckily, Flick was coldly glaring at Dillon, which allowed him to get his expression back under control before she glanced at him.

When she did, he met her gaze impassively, but he remained standing.

He’d guessed right—her head didn’t top his shoulder. Bright, guinea-gold curls formed an aureole about her face; without muffler or cap, he could see the whole clearly, and it took his breath away. Her figure, neat and trim in blue velvet, met with his instant approval. Sleek and svelte, but with firm curves in all the right places. He could now take an oath that she must have worn tight bands to appear as she had before; the swells of her breasts filled the habit’s tightly fitting bodice in a distinctly feminine way.

She swept forward with an easy, confident grace, then bent to place her neatly folded stable lad’s outfit on the chest, in the process giving him a reminder of why he’d first seen through her disguise.

He blinked and drew in a much needed breath.

She looked like an angel, dressed in blue velvet.

A still very angry angel. She ignored Dillon and faced Demon. “I’ll keep your stables under surveillance—you can watch the other stables and other places I can’t go.”

“There’s no need—”

“The more eyes we have watching, the more likely we’ll be to see him. And I’ll hear things that you, as the owner, won’t.” She met his gaze steadily. “If they recruited Ickley, there’s a good chance they’d like to hobble one of your runners—you’ll have quite a few favorites in the races this season.”

The Flynn, among others. Demon held her gaze, and saw her chin firm, saw it tilt, saw defiance and sheer stubborn will flash in her eyes.

“That’s right,” Dillon concurred. “There’s a lot of Newmarket to cover, and Flick’s already been accepted as one of your lads.”

Demon stared, pointedly, at him; Dillon shrugged. “She’s in no danger—it’s me they’re after.”

If Demon had been closer, he would have kicked Dillon; eyes narrowing, he was tempted to do it anyway. Only the fact that he hadn’t yet determined how Flick saw Dillon—if she reserved the right to kick him to herself, and would fly to Dillon’s defense if he administered any of the punishment Dillon so richly deserved—kept him still.

Dillon glanced at Flick. “You could even try riding for some of the other stables.”

Flick looked down her nose at him. “I’ll stick to Demon’s stable—he can look over the others.”

Her tone was cold and distant; Dillon shrugged petulantly. “You don’t have to help if you don’t want to.”

He looked down at the table and so missed the fury that poured from Flick’s eyes. “Just so we’re perfectly clear,” she stated, “I am only helping you because of the General—because of what having you taken up, without any evidence of a syndicate to redeem you in any way, will do to him. That’s why I’m helping you.”

Head high, she swung on her heel and stalked out.

Demon paused, looking at Dillon, now staring sulkily at the table. “Stay here. If you value your life, stay out of sight.”

Dillon’s eyes widened; with a curt nod, Demon followed Flick into the deep twilight.

He found her saddling Jessamy, her movements swift and jerky. He didn’t offer to help; he suspected she could saddle up blind—indeed, he wasn’t at all sure she wasn’t doing that now.

Hurt and anger poured off her; disillusionment shimmered about her. Propping his shoulders against a convenient tree, Demon glanced across the clearing to where Ivan was still standing in exactly the same pose as an hour ago—staring at his new lady love.

Brows quirking, Demon turned back to Flick. Her head was just visible over Jessamy’s back. He considered the halo of gold, the delicate features beneath.

She was furious with Dillon, hurt that he hadn’t told her the truth, and shocked by the details of that truth. But, once her fury wore thin, what then? She and Dillon were of similar age; they’d grown up together. Precisely what that meant he didn’t know, but he had to wonder how accurate her last assertion was. Was she risking her reputation only for the General? Or for Dillon as well?

He studied her, but couldn’t decide. Whatever the answer, he would shield her as best he could.

He looked up at the stars, just starting to appear, and heard a sniff, instantly suppressed. She was taking a long time with her saddle girths.

“He’s young.” Why he felt compelled to excuse Dillon he couldn’t have said.

“He’s two years older than me.”

How old did that make her? Demon wished he knew.

“What do you think happened to Ickley?”

Demon silently considered; he didn’t imagine her ensuing silence meant she didn’t expect an answer. “Either he’s gone to ground, in which case the last thing we’d want to do is flush him out, or . . . we’ll never know.”

She made a small sound, like a hum, in her throat—a muted sound of distress.

Demon straightened away from the tree; in the gathering gloom, he couldn’t see her face clearly. At that moment, she stepped back from Jessamy’s side, dusting her hands. He strolled around the mare. “You can continue at my stable for the time being—until we catch sight of this contact.” If any avenue had offered, he’d have eased her out of his stable, out of Newmarket itself until all danger was past. But . . . her stubbornness was a tangible thing.

She turned to face him. “If you try to get rid of me, I’ll just get a job in another stable. There’s more than one in Newmarket.”

None as safe as his. “Carruthers will keep you on until I say otherwise.” Which he would the instant they located Dillon’s contact. “But you’ll be restricted to riding track, morning and afternoon.”

“That’s the only time that matters, anyway. That’s the only time outsiders aren’t looked at askance about the Heath.”

She was absolutely right.

He’d been going to give her a boost to her saddle; instead, features hardening, he reached for her, closed his hands about her waist and lifted her.

Lust flashed through him like liquid heat—a hot urgency that left him ravenous. He had to force himself to set her neatly in her saddle, to let go, to hold her stirrup while she slipped one small boot into it.

And not drag her back down, into his arms.

He wanted her in his bed.

The realization struck like a kick from one of his Thoroughbreds, leaving him winded and aching. Inwardly shaking. He looked up—and found her looking down at him.

She frowned and shook her reins. “Come on.” Wheeling Jessamy, she trotted out of the clearing.

Demon swore. He crossed the clearing in three strides, yanked at Ivan’s reins, and then remembered the double knots. He had to stop to undo them, then he vaulted to the saddle.

And followed.


Chapter 3

[image: Chapter head]

Demon rose before dawn the next morning and rode to his stable to view the morning gallops—and to keep an eye on Flick and her bottom. He felt distinctly aggrieved by the necessity of rising so early, but . . . the thought of her, the angel in blue velvet, thundering about disguised as a lad, with all the potential calamities that might ensue, had made dozing off again impossible.

So he stood in the thin mist by Carruthers’s side and watched his horses thunder by. The ground shook, the air trembled; the reverberations were as familiar as his heartbeat. The scene was a part of him, and he a part of it—and Flick was in it, too. She flew past, extending The Flynn, exhorting him to greater effort, leaving the other horses behind. Demon’s breath caught as she flashed past the post; he felt her thrill—a flaring sense of triumph. It shivered through him, held him effortlessly, then he drew breath and forced himself to look away, to where his other work riders were urging their mounts along.

The fine mist glazed the shoulders of his greatcoat; it darkened his fair hair. Flick made those observations as, slowing The Flynn, she glanced back to where Demon stood. He was looking away, a fact she’d known, or she wouldn’t have risked the glance. He’d been watching her almost without pause since he’d arrived, just after she’d taken to the Heath.

Luckily, cursing beneath
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