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      For A.J.

      Your life is just beginning, but I already know that you are going to do amazing things.

      And, I can’t wait to share the world of books with you.
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        Chetwick Manor, Cheshire, England, December 10, 1817

      

      

      What more could a gentleman want than fine Irish whiskey and a peaceful afternoon at his brother’s estate before he returned home to Ireland. Andrew Delaney, Viscount Straffan, hadn’t had the opportunity to simply relax in some time and this was exactly what he needed after this last year of racing and managing stables. Now all he need concern himself with were newssheets and a daily brisk ride across the countryside. In fact, it was his intention to enjoy Christmas in the festive company of parents and younger sisters, and if he were so lucky, enjoy the warm caresses of an Irish widow.

      Andrew was determined to eat, drink and be marry, for after Twelfth Night he must return to England once more.

      “The post,” the butler announced as he carried a tray to his brother, Patrick, who frowned, noting the address “Tis not for me, but for yerself.”

      “Who the blazes would track me here?” Andrew had left his estate in Suffolk a fortnight ago to spend time with his brother and sister-in-law before traveling on to Ireland. “Who is it from?”

      Patrick turned it over and noted the seal. “Danby.”

      “I wonder what he wants.” Andrew’s relaxed, almost meditative, state evaporated at that one name and he got up and crossed to the sideboard to pour a bit more whiskey into his glass.

      “There is only one way to find out.” Patrick waved the letter in the air. “And pour me a glass too.”

      Andrew frowned. “I can think of no reason why Danby would write me instead of Father.”

      “So ye’re not goin’ ta read it?”

      Andrew eyed the missive as he put a glass in front of Patrick. There was only one thing Andrew wanted from Danby. It was the same thing his father wanted, and their grandfather before he died, though Andrew didn’t expect to have it given to him in a letter, or ever.

      After settling in the leather chair, he took a sip of the Bushmills and studied the missive. If he took it from Patrick, then he’d need to read it.

      Or, would he? There was nothing to keep him from just tossing it into the hearth. Then he could go about his plans for a very merry holiday.

      Except, curiosity was getting the best of him. Why had Danby written him?

      “Give it here,” Andrew held out his hand.

      Instead of handing it over, Patrick waved it again. “Are ye certain? Nothin’ good can come of a letter from Danby.”

      “I cannot imagine anythin’ bad either.” As much as he tried, Andrew could think of no reason why the Duke of Danby would write to him.

      “Ye’re a viscount and future marquess,” Patrick stated as if Andrew needed a reminder.

      “I don’t see what my title has to do with anythin’.”

      Patrick chuckled. “Have ye not been payin’ attention to what His Grace has been about these last years? He’s been makin’ matches for his relatives who haven’t wed in a timely manner.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with me.”

      “Ye’re a bachelor, gettin’ rather long in the tooth. He has more than one great-niece who…” Patrick trailed off with a shrug.

      “I’m only thirty, hardly long in the tooth and I cannot imagine that Danby would want to marry one of his relatives into our family after so many years of animosity.”

      “Well, he wants somethin’.”

      “If ye’d hand it over, we’d find out now, wouldn’t we?” Andrew grabbed the letter from his brother’s hand and broke the seal.

      

      
        
        The Right Honorable Viscount Straffan,

        It is my hope that my correspondence found you at your brother’s home before you had the opportunity to return to Ireland to celebrate Christmas.

        

      

      How the blazes did Danby know that he’d be here?

      
        
        As you know, your grandfather had been one of my closest friends since Eton and why I found myself purchasing a piece of land that neighbored your family’s estate so that I too could establish a stud farm with the fastest and best racers available.

        

      

      Andrew sat forward and took a drink, afraid to be hopeful that they’d finally be able to purchase the stud farm. If so, then his Christmas would be the merriest indeed.

      
        
        We were such idealistic lads and thought to take the racing world by storm. Your grandfather did well and you continue in his legacy. However, I have no desire to continue with the sport. Therefore, I am now willing to part with the land, stables and horses as they serve no purpose to me or my family. I cannot imagine any of my relatives wishing to live in Ireland even if I forced the issue, which I easily could, as you well know.

        

      

      Finally, it would all be theirs!

      
        
        All you need do is attend me at Danby Castle to negotiate the terms before I sign the deed over to you. Once you inherit, you can join the land with that of your future marquessate.

        If you do not arrive on or before December 21, this offer will be withdrawn.

        I look forward to your spending Christmas at Danby Castle.

        Danby

        

      

      Andrew passed the letter to Patrick and settled back in his seat as he contemplated his options. There had to be a catch, but for the life of him, he could not see one, other than his Christmas holiday no longer seemed so very merry.

      “I knew it!” Patrick slammed the palm of his hand on the table.

      “Knew what?”

      “Ye’re about to marry.”

      Andrew took a drink and shook his head. “Danby said nothing about marriage.”

      “He wouldn’t dangle the property in front of ye to get you to the castle for Christmas otherwise.”

      Suspicion settled into Andrew’s gut. Why now when an agreement could be reached at any time? It wasn’t like Danby to embrace the Christmas spirit or any other pleasant emotion so His Grace definitely had additional plans that Andrew was not aware of.

      However, Andrew was also quite certain that marriage was not a part of Danby’s plans. An English duke would never marry a relation to an Irish gentleman, even if he was in possession of a title and fortune.

      So, what exactly did the Duke of Danby want from Andrew in return besides the obvious purchase price?
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        Danby Castle, December 21, 1817

      

      

      “It’s not fair, I tell you,” Lady Tabitha Storm complained as she speared the material with her needle, careful not to stab her finger in the process.

      “So you’ve noted, several times since Hannah left,” her younger sister, Deborah grumbled without glancing up from her book.

      Hannah, their older sister, had been sent to Barbados by their great-uncle, the Duke of Danby, to act as traveling companion to the Dowager Marchioness of Whitley. Her sister was to only attend Lady Whitley on the ship, and then Hannah would be free to enjoy Barbados and Christmas with their older brothers, Samuel and Nathaniel, before having to return in February. While Hannah basked in the Caribbean sun, Tabitha was stuck in an ancient castle in Yorkshire.

      “Why should Hannah have all the fun?”

      “Because she is the oldest, unmarried sister?” Sarah, who happened to be the youngest, answered from her perch beside the window. She’d been ordered to remain there by their mother and to note any and all arrivals to the castle so that they could be prepared for the unwanted guests. Actually, they were only unwanted by Tabitha’s mother since everyone had been invited by the Duke of Danby.

      “I would have made an excellent companion,” Tabitha insisted. “And a ship going anywhere is far better than being stuck here.”

      Deborah let out a sigh and closed her book. “Are you going to be so disagreeable during the entire holiday?”

      “I’m not being disagreeable. I’m simply vexed.”

      “And have been for the past two months,” Deborah grumbled.

      “Hannah leaving isn’t what has you upset and you know it,” Sarah gently insisted.

      “Oh, very well, but I don’t see why you aren’t concerned.” Each time an unrelated bachelor arrived for the Christmas holiday, Tabitha’s chances of being betrothed by the first of the year increased. The problem was, she’d already found her match, he just wasn’t aware she existed yet. But, Tabitha was determined to make his acquaintance in the coming spring, even if she had to brave the grand steed he rode to do so.

      Just the idea filled her with anxiety since she’d much rather admire the fine Arabian from afar

      “I’m not concerned,” Sarah shrugged. “I’m certain Danby hasn’t given me a second thought since I have three older sisters and a brother who remain unattached. I’ll worry after the four of you are settled.”

      Perhaps Sarah had a point, but as Hannah was not here, Tabitha was the next in line, if Danby was focusing on the oldest, unmarried female sibling, that is.

      Her stomach tightened and Tabitha truly hoped Danby’s focus was on their older brother Peter, and not herself.

      “I am worried,” Deborah offered. “But there is no point in succumbing to hysterics since we don’t know if Danby has chosen anyone for us.”

      “I’m not hysterical. I’m vexed. There is a difference,” Tabitha argued.

      It wasn’t that any of them opposed marriage, they simply wished to choose their own husbands, but between His Grace and their mother, Tabitha was afraid they wouldn’t be given the opportunity.

      “There’s another one,” Sarah called from the window. “He is not a relative, but I have no idea who he is since I don’t recognize the crest on the carriage door.”

      Of course Sarah wouldn’t recognize anyone as she’d yet to attend a Season. Her first would be this spring. Unless, of course, Danby married her off before Twelfth Night.

      Tabitha set her sewing aside and walked toward the large window that looked down onto the drive.

      Deborah joined them, though she still clutched her book “Just because it’s a closed carriage does not mean it contains a bachelor.”

      “That is true,” Sarah agreed. “Our great-uncle does have some male relatives he’d wish to see married, so it could possibly be a female.”

      As the carriage door was opened by a footman, the three groaned when the leg of a man appeared and not the skirt of a lady.

      However, a moment later Tabitha sucked in a breath as he exited and glanced up at the castle. It was him.

      Tabitha leaned closer to the window to get a better look just to be certain, but the man’s auburn hair could only belong to him.

      Goodness, he was a handsome man, from his high cheekbones and rugged jaw to his sculpted nose. Not only that, but he was well formed with his shoulders and arms filling out his coat, and his trousers did little to mask the strength of his thighs.

      “Is something the matter?” Deborah, asked anxiously.

      “No, everything is now perfect.”

      “You gasped as if you’re alarmed.”

      Not alarmed but thrilled. This was the first time she’d ever seen him outside of Hyde Park. Perhaps now she’d learn his name and gain an introduction. Maybe they’d even share a waltz at the annual Yule Ball on Christmas Eve.

      “Tabitha, what is the matter with you?” Sarah demanded. “A moment ago you were vexed and wishing to be away from here and now, by the look of elation on your face, you are quite pleased with your circumstances.”

      “I am.” She sighed.

      “Do you know him?” Deborah asked.

      “No.” But she couldn’t wait to finally make his acquaintance.

      Ever since Tabitha noted him at the beginning of April, she’d insisted that her maid accompany her on a walk through Hyde Park and near Rotten Row before they began the day in hopes of catching a glimpse of him ride by. She’d also spent a good part of the Season looking for him at every ball, picnic, theatre and all manner of entertainments, but he never once appeared at any Societal event. At least, none of the ones she’d attended, anyway.

      At times she’d almost convinced herself that he was a product of her imagination, or perhaps a ghost because a week after she’d first spied him, he disappeared for a fortnight, only to return, ride then disappear again only to make his return yet again.

      And now, here he was, at Danby Castle.

      “Who is he?” Sarah asked.

      “I’ve no idea. But, I do intend to marry him.”

      “You will do no such thing.” At that, their mother yanked the curtains closed.

      Goodness, where had she come from?

      “That is Viscount Straffan, heir to the St. Mullins marquessate. He currently resides in Suffolk. However, and so much worse, is that his family seat is in County Wicklow, Ireland.”

      Her sisters gasped at the news, but Tabitha was not the least bit put off. “Ireland?” she asked.

      “Yes. Ireland.” She shook her folded fan in Tabitha’s face. “You, young lady, will not go near him, do you understand me?”

      Tabitha swallowed then nodded. “Yes, Mother.”

      It was no secret that their mother refused to entertain the suit of any gentleman who did not reside within a day’s carriage ride of their home and it had been quite irritating, if not embarrassing, in London. Why, she nearly humiliated Hannah to death when she yanked her dance card from the Earl of Stalter, refusing the dance all on account of the location of his estate.

      Well, just because Hannah couldn’t go near Lord Straffan, didn’t mean he couldn’t come near her. Now, how to gain his notice became Tabitha’s most pressing concern.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Andrew exited the carriage, thankful to have arrived after five days on the road. At least he had met the deadline set by His Grace. Now to meet with him and come to an agreement, then Andrew could be on his way. With any luck, he’d be able to return to Cheshire and Chetwick Manor in time to enjoy Christmas with Patrick and Laura since he was being denied the company of the remainder of his family this year.

      Andrew took a deep breath, straightened his spine and marched to the main entrance. Before he could knock, the door was opened by a stern butler.

      “Viscount Straffan to see the Duke of Danby.”

      The man gave a slight bow of his head and stepped back. “Welcome to Danby Castle, Lord Straffan. We’ve been expecting you. I’ll have a maid take your belongings to your chamber.”

      “I’d hoped not to remain so long.” He wanted to attend to his business then be gone.

      “I’m certain you will remain the night,” the butler assured Andrew.

      “Please tell His Grace that I’ve arrived.” Andrew refused to be sent to a bedchamber like a child. Danby had told him to be here this day, and now they would meet.

      “One moment.” The butler executed another bow then disappeared up the stairs, leaving Andrew to cool his heels.

      When he’d arrived, there was chatter coming from inside the sitting room. The ladies had gone silent and he glanced over to find them staring at him with curiosity. They were probably sizing him up since Danby did have a reputation for using the holidays to secure betrothals and marriages. Once the misses realized who he was, they’d lose all interest and focus on an English, bachelor guest.

      The butler returned a moment later. “His Grace is occupied at the moment and asked that I see you to your chambers.”

      “When will His Grace be unoccupied?” Andrew demanded.

      “That is not for me to say, Lord Straffan. His Grace keeps his own schedule.”

      Andrew blew out a sigh and followed the butler up the stairs, determined to find a way to fit into Danby’s schedule before the day was out.
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        Danby Castle, December 21, 1817

      

      

      Tabitha glanced around the drawing room, hoping to catch a glimpse of Lord Straffan, but he wasn’t among those gathered for dinner.

      Her heart sank. What if he’d left already? What if he wasn’t a guest but had simply called on her great-uncle for another reason?  Yet, what other reason would he have to be in Yorkshire when he owned an estate in Suffolk and his family lived in Ireland?

      “Remember girls, do not encourage anyone who resides outside of York. I don’t know who Danby plans for you, but we will not succumb willingly.

      It was all Tabitha could do not to roll her eyes. But as she didn’t want any other gentleman until she’d actually been introduced to Lord Straffan, she went along as Mother led them to a far corner to await supper. However, Tabitha quickly amended her plans when Lord Straffan stepped through the entrance and paused to take in the room.

      She started forward but was stopped by her mother’s steel grip on her arm.

      “He is not for you,” she hissed.

      Tabitha blew out a sigh. Meeting Straffan might be the most difficult task yet. Somehow and someway she must succeed!

      A moment later, her older brother Peter entered and stopped beside Lord Straffan. The two exchanged pleasantries, or so she assumed, as she couldn’t hear them, then they made their way to the cart where a footman was serving beverages.

      They seemed to know each other already, and were not merely acquaintances.

      Peter said something and Lord Straffan laughed. A natural, relaxed smile remained as well as crinkles at the corners of his eyes as if he smiled often. Tabitha muffled a sigh. Oh, he was handsome indeed. It was no different than how he’d appeared in London. Though he didn’t laugh when he rode, his face had been relaxed as if he didn’t have a care in the world, and yes, she’d seen him smile then as well.

      She simply must gain an introduction!

      “Excuse me, I must speak with Peter.” Tabitha practically yanked her arm from her mother’s grasp and glided across the room. Oh, she’d be in trouble later, but her mother wasn’t about to make a scene at Danby Castle. As much as Mother wished to avoid Danby, she feared him even more.

      As Tabitha crossed the room, Peter turned, glass of wine in his hand and noted Tabitha.

      “Mother let you away from her side?” he asked with a slight chuckle.

      Oh, she’d like to kick him for making such a comment. It was embarrassing how their mother kept her daughters close.

      “She is across the room.”

      “And keeping an eye on you as I can see.” He nodded to someone behind her, which Tabitha assumed was the woman who had birthed them.

      “She’s wishing I return you to her side if that’s what the shaking of her fan in our direction means.”

      Mother always carried a fan, except she had an entirely different language than any other lady when engaging its use.

      “Shall I return you?” Peter stuck out his arm to offer escort.

      Heat stole into Tabitha’s cheeks at being treated as a child. Instead, she ignored her brother and glanced at his companion, who was watching her with curiosity and a bit of humor in his light blue eyes.

      “We’ve not yet met?” he asked as if he should know her, but couldn’t recall her name. Was it possible that he remembered her from the times she spied him in Hyde Park?

      “I have not had the pleasure.”

      “Viscount Straffan, please allow me to introduce my sister, Lady Tabitha Storm,” Peter said after a moment.

      She lifted her gloved hand, which Straffan took and lifted to his lips. “My pleasure.” His blue eyes darkened with what Tabitha interpreted as pleasure.

      Oh, her mother was going to be very angry, but in that moment, Tabitha couldn’t find it in herself to care.
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      Andrew had never met her, yet Lady Tabitha with her dark curls and green eyes, sparkling with mischief, was as familiar to him as any friend. “Hyde Park,” he muttered. His visits to Hyde Park had always been in the morning and never at the fashionable hour, but that is where Andrew had seen her.

      “I often strolled Hyde Park in the early hours,” she answered. “You rode Rotten Row on a black Arabian, if I’m not mistaken.”

      It was just as he remembered. No matter what the day or the weather, Lady Tabitha would take a solitary walk with her maid trailing not far behind. Several times Andrew thought to stop, but as there wasn’t anyone about to introduce them, he thought it better to keep riding. He had looked for her at the few entertainments he’d attended, but Lady Tabitha had never been present.

      “You walked in Hyde Park before the fashionable hour?” Peter asked with alarm. “Alone?”

      Lady Tabitha glanced around. “Keep your voice down. Mother can never know and I always took my maid.”

      “How did you sneak away?” her brother asked a little quieter.

      “You know Mother never rises before noon.” Lady Tabitha shrugged.

      “Tabitha, come away with me now,” an older woman stopped beside her. “You shouldn’t be bothering your brother and Lord Straffan.”

      At that, Lady Tabitha’s face brightened to a lovely shade of rose.

      “Tabitha isn’t bothering me, Mother,” Mr. Storm condescended as he slipped Lady Tabitha’s hand onto the crook of his arm.

      Alarm shot through Andrew. Was Lady Tabitha a simpleton or in need of protection? Could she be younger than he realized? Though he was here for land, a bit of disappointment settled into his stomach to learn that the lady who had captured his attention last spring was not in a position to be courted by a gentleman.
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      Tabitha wished the floor would open and swallow her whole. What must Lord Straffan think? Not only was her mother being ridiculous, her brother was treating her as a child. Unfortunately, before she could think of something to disabuse any negative opinions Straffan may have formed, the drawing room quieted.

      There was only one person who could silence everyone in such a manner, and Tabitha turned to find the Duke of Danby standing at the entrance as he surveyed the gathering—taking in every detail with pointed calculation that set her nerves on edge. For the briefest of moments, he looked directly at her, Mother, Peter and then Lord Straffan. His frown deepened before Danby turned his gaze to others in attendance.

      Why the frown? Except, he’d never been fond of mother.

      “Why are you here, Straffan?” Peter asked once Danby was no longer focused on them. “Seeking a wife?” her brother teased, or so Tabitha assumed. “That is the only reason an unrelated bachelor would brave Danby Castle this time of year.”

      Her heart skipped. Was Straffan here for a wife?

      “I have business dealings with His Grace and was ordered to attend him this day.”

      Tabitha frowned. What kind of business dealings? Danby had several interests, and she wouldn’t be surprised if he advised the Prince Regent, but what could he and Lord Straffan have in common?

      “He wanted you here at Christmas?” Mother asked in alarm.

      “Today, to be specific,” Lord Straffan answered. “I’d hope to have our business concluded so that I can return to my family, but His Grace has yet to give me an audience.”

      Peter snorted and Straffan shot him a glance.

      “I’m well aware of his reputation and can assure you that I will not be caught up in any matrimony-minded antics.”

      “Many have fallen to his manipulations,” Peter warned.

      “Many are not me,” he assured Peter with a confident smile.

      Goodness, was Danby set to match Lord Straffan with one of her relatives? Perhaps Tabitha should make her great-uncle aware of her interest before it was too late.

      “I’m glad you took my offer seriously, Straffan,” Danby said at his approach.

      Viscount Straffan stiffened and his warm smile slipped. “Of course, Your Grace, as you knew I would.”

      Danby narrowed his eyes and a slight smile appeared at the corner of his lips. “Yes, well, I’m certain that by the time your visit has ended we will have reached an amicable resolution.”

      “I had hoped to be on my way tomorrow,” Straffan said. “I am here on the day you requested.”

      “I also mentioned you’d be spending Christmas.”

      Straffan’s jaw tightened. Perhaps Danby had finally met someone he shouldn’t attempt to manipulate.

      “Yes, you did, but I had hoped to share the holiday with my family. So if you would be so kind as to allow me some of your valuable time this evening, or tomorrow morning, we might conclude our business, and I can be on my way.”

      “Oh, that is an excellent idea,” her mother agreed with a bit too much enthusiasm. “One must not be separated from family at this time of year.”

      Danby shot her a disapproving look before refocusing on Straffan. “I’ve nothing available in my schedule for this evening but I’ll see what I can manage for tomorrow.”

      Straffan simply inclined his head in acknowledgement.

      “Supper is served,” a footman announced from the entry.

      “Peter, escort your sister, and Straffan, you should take in the Dowager Countess of Kinley.”

      Tabitha blinked. Her mother got to dine with Straffan while Tabitha was stuck with her brother?

      This was not fair. Not at all. Just like Hannah being sent to Barbados wasn’t fair. Yet, had Tabitha been sent, she would never have met Straffan, and he could very well be married off to another before the holiday ended without her ever having had the chance to meet him.

      Well, at least she was with her brother, and Tabitha was determined to learn everything she could of Peter’s friend.

      “Not a single word or question.” Peter whispered as he escorted Tabitha toward the dining room.

      “Whyever not?”

      “Too many ears.” He glanced around. “Do you want Danby to note your curiosity, and decide you can spend the rest of your life learning all there is to know about Straffan?”

      “Why, yes.”

      Her brother’s eyes widened and he took her aside, away from the other guests. “You just met the gentleman,” Peter hissed quietly.

      “I just learned his name, but I saw him last year, and he remembered me, too.”

      “Is he the reason you disobeyed Mother and snuck away?”

      Tabitha blinked at him. “Why are you so concerned?”

      “The two of you will never suit.”

      “Why?” Tabitha demanded. “Does he have a wicked reputation?” she asked hopefully.

      “He loves horses, and you hate them.”

      “I do not hate them. In fact, I admire them.”

      “From a distance,” Peter reminded her.

      “A person can admire and still be afraid.”

      “Straffan’s life revolves around horses and his family’s stud farms, and since you won’t go near the creatures, I cannot imagine the two of you working out.”
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      Good God, was Danby punishing him? All Andrew did was appear on the day specified and now he’d been seated with the most irritating lady in all of England. She prattled on all through supper, and no matter how often Andrew tried to converse with the lovely Lady Lily on his left, the dowager drew him back into conversation. At least he believed it was Lady Lily when it could be her twin, Lady Amelia. Andrew had met Lord Elston’s twin sisters previously but he’d never been able to tell them apart. Regardless of which twin was seated beside him, Andrew would have much preferred to converse with her.

      Further, he’d never heard a parent speak so despairingly about her own daughters. Sarah, who apparently was the youngest was far too young to consider matrimony and rather immature for her seventeen years. So immature, in fact, that the dowager might not take her to London in the spring. Then there was Deborah, who always had her nose in a book and didn’t converse well with others. She’d prefer not to be around any people, ever, if it could be helped and would make a poor wife as she’d refuse to entertain or attend entertainments unless forced.

      Though Andrew had no idea who Deborah was, the fact that she didn’t enjoy entertainments would rise her to the top of any gentleman’s list of potential wives.

      It was as though Lady Kinley was doing her best to keep anyone from pursuing her daughters.

      Or, perhaps the dowager simply wished to discourage an Irish lord from pursuing them.

      “Then there is Tabitha,” Lady Kenley heaved a heavy sigh. “I really do not know what to do with that girl.”

      The woman trailed off, and Andrew did not ask. He wished to know what fault the dowager found in her daughter, but the conversation had become quite uncomfortable even though he’d contributed nothing to the discussion.

      “Not at all obedient, often making rash decisions that have not been thought out with proper care and caution, much like a child, so we must watch her at all times.”

      It was what he had feared. Even though Lady Tabitha was beautiful beyond compare, he could not in good conscience consider courting a lady who was more childlike than woman.

      Andrew blinked and sat back. Court! He wasn’t here to court anyone. He was here to complete a business transaction and nothing else.

      Good Lord! Was there something about Danby Castle that turned a gentleman’s mind to courtship? Did Danby cast some type of spell over his guests and family? As fanciful as the notion was, Andrew couldn’t set it aside.

      As the ladies rose, signaling the end of supper, Andrew watched until the last of the pastel-garbed misses left the dining room. At the close of the door, Andrew blew out a relieved breath and welcomed the glass of brandy as Lord Elston slid into the seat previously occupied by his younger sister.

      “My sister is worried and wished for me to have a word with you.”

      At that, Andrew sat back. “She need not concern herself over my wellbeing.”

      “No, no, of course not. It’s about the misinformation you’ve been given with regard to the Storm ladies.”

      Ah, so Lady Lily, or was it Lady Amelia, had overheard the dowager countess? Of course, Andrew wasn’t surprised if a number of people hadn’t heard the woman since she wasn’t exactly quiet.

      “You see, Lily is fond of our distant cousins and irritated that their mother spoke so poorly of them.”

      Lady Lily, and she was wearing blue, which meant that it was Lady Amelia in yellow this evening. Not that it mattered, as they’d be wearing something different on the morrow, and he wouldn’t know which was which again.

      “Deborah might be shy and adore reading, but she does enjoy entertainments when allowed to participate.”

      “Allowed?”

      “Their mother is a harpy, if you haven’t noticed.” Elston shrugged. “As for Sarah, she may only be seventeen, but I’ve encountered girls into their third season with less maturity than Sarah Storm.”

      What of Lady Tabitha? Andrew wanted to ask, but wouldn’t as he didn’t want to show any outward interest in her.

      “And then there’s Tabitha.”

      Andrew couldn’t help turning his full attention on Elston. Damn it all, that was more interest than he should have shown. Fortunately, Elston didn’t seem to notice.

      “Honestly, she’s my favorite of the bunch, and not the childlike simpleton her mother tried to paint. Tabitha has a mind of her own and when she decides on something she wants, she sets out to achieve it. Since her mother hasn’t been able to curtail Tabitha’s independent nature, she’s bound and determined to keep watch over her like a jailer might do.”

      “Jailer?” Andrew echoed.

      “Out of concern, I’m sure,” Elston continued.

      “Concern for what?”

      “Out of concern that Tabitha will make the one fatal mistake her mother fears the most.”

      Fatal mistake?

      Before Andrew could mutter those words aloud, Danby pushed from his seat at the head of the table and said, “Elston, you and Mr. Lacy requested an audience.”

      Elston seemed to steel himself as he rose from his spot. “Yes, Your Grace, thank you.”

      So Elston had been granted an audience with His Grace. If only Andrew had been as fortunate.
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      After bundling herself into a warm walking dress and pulling on her thickest pelisse, lined and trimmed with chinchilla, Tabitha quietly slipped into the corridor and tiptoed to the grand stairs, careful not to make a noise.

      “Do you need any assistance, Lady Tabitha,” Dawson asked as he stepped from the sitting room.

      She nearly ground her teeth in irritation. Dawson, Danby’s butler, was always about, so much so that Tabitha wondered if he ever slept. “I enjoy walking in the early mornings. A daily constitutional.” It was the same excuse she’d given their housekeeper in London whenever she was caught. “Please do not tell my mother, as she will fret.”

      “Of course, Lady Tabitha. Do enjoy your outing.” Then he opened the door so that she could exit.

      Dawson might not tell her mother, but there was no doubt he’d report directly to Danby. Tabitha could only hope that her great-uncle dismissed such an inconsequential event and not make any further inquiry.

      Though the hour was near the same as Straffan rode last spring, that didn’t mean he’d continue the practice in Yorkshire, especially on such a cold morning.

      Regardless, there was only one way to find out. So Tabitha shoved her gloved hands into her muff, lowered her chin and set out against the wind.

      What if he was already gone and riding?

      If that was the case, then she’d simply walk the riding paths most gentlemen used while visiting the castle. However, she could also end up freezing all for naught if he remained abed this morning, therefore, she continued onto the stables and took a tentative step inside. The scent of hay and manure assaulted her. What was once familiar and comfortable now only brought trepidation, which she did her best to push aside.

      “Lady Tabitha?” Kemp questioned in surprise. “What brings you out so early and to the stables?”

      Kemp had been Danby’s stablemaster since before Tabitha was born so she must devise an excellent excuse for being here. “I’ve decided to face my fear,” she announced. It wasn’t exactly a a lie because it was something she’d attempted several times over the last few years, but she’d never been able to make her feet move past the entrance of any stables before the clawing anxiety overtook her body.

      “Have you now?” He studied her. “Do you wish to ride?”

      “Goodness, no!” Being near a horse and actually upon one were two different matters entirely. “I thought to go near the horses for the time being.” Since they were all stabled, there was less chance of her being injured. At least that was the argument that she’d given herself time and time again at home, but she still hadn’t been able to go near the stalls. “Besides, as this was where my fear began, it is the perfect place to bring it to an end,” she announced, making the sudden decision for herself. Besides, if Straffan was as horse-mad as Peter claimed, she must overcome and vanquish her crippling terror of the magnificent creatures.
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      Andrew slept later than he’d intended, but the castle was still quiet when he emerged from his assigned chamber. As with anywhere he resided, or visited, his first activity on any given morning was to take Epona out for a run. She’d been a fine racer in her day and then produced eight foals over twelve years, but now she was simply Andrew’s horse. Epona was his favorite, the first he’d purchased when he returned from Eton, and traveled with him wherever he went.

      As he drew near the opening of the stables voices from within drifted out toward him.

      “I think that will be all for today, Kemp,” a young woman stated.

      Andrew assumed the female was a servant as all the guests appeared to still be abed.

      “I’m proud of you, Lady Tabitha. I know this wasn’t easy.”

      Lady Tabitha? What was she doing out and about so early? Then again, she’d kept similar hours in London.

      “No, it wasn’t but I’m certain that with each day it will become easier.”

      “And we might just have you sitting on a horse before you return home.”

      Sitting on a horse? She didn’t ride?

      As he turned the corner Andrew practically ran into Lady Tabitha. “My pardon.” He took a step back. Wide, green eyes looked up at him and her face was devoid of all color. Was Lady Tabitha ill?

      “Good morning, Lord Straffan,” the stablemaster greeted. “Would you like me to have Epona saddled?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Kemp nodded and walked away, calling to a stable hand.

      Normally Andrew saw to saddling his own horse, but the lovely, though frightfully pale, Lady Tabitha wasn’t usually standing before him. “Did I hear correctly, that you do not ride?”

      “Not since I was fourteen.”

      She rubbed her arm as if she was injured, but Andrew suspected it was a memory.

      “May I ask why?”

      Lady Tabitha’s face flushed. “A mishap—a fall.” At least the embarrassment brought color back to her cheeks.

      “It was not as simple as that,” Kemp remarked as he returned to Lady Tabitha and Andrew. “Lady Tabitha was riding what we believed to have been a docile mare—.”

      “—She was docile,” Lady Tabitha interrupted. “A beautiful mare, with a sleek white coat.” She sighed as she recalled the animal. “Even-tempered and a joy to ride.”

      If she had loved the horse so much and enjoyed riding her, why did Lady Tabitha no longer sit a horse?

      “Yes, well, she wasn’t so obedient after that foolish stable hand lost control of a thoroughbred being trained to saddle,” the stablemaster grumbled.

      “What happened?” What could have been so devastating that Lady Tabitha gave up riding?

      “The thoroughbred got loose and took off after Lady Tabitha’s mare who then bolted and took off at a dead run. All Lady Tabitha could do was hold on. I thought my heart was going to stop when the mare didn’t even slow down as she neared the stables, but Lady Tabitha ducked just in the nick of time.”

      “Thank God,” Andrew muttered.

      “However, the mare did take the corner too close, knocking Lady Tabitha from her seat. She barely got out of the way before the stud came running in as well.”

      “Good Lord,” Andrew muttered. Lady Tabitha could have been killed.

      “And the beautiful mare had to be put down.” Lady Tabitha sniffed.

      “Because she bolted?” Andrew asked in horror. Temporary loss of control was no reason to bring its life to an end. Better training was the answer.

      “No,” Kemp answered quickly. “She injured her leg but didn’t show signs until she reached her stall. That’s when we realized that she could no longer put weight on a back leg. We tried everything to heal her, but it wasn’t meant to be.”

      Lady Tabitha eyes watered. “It’s my fault. I should have been able to control her.”

      Andrew’s heart ached for Lady Tabitha and the guilt she still suffered. It was never easy to put a horse down, despite the circumstances, but more so when the rider or owner believed they were at fault. “Not if a horse is hell bent on making a run after being spooked,” Andrew assured her.

      “I want to ride again, it’s just that…” she glanced back at the horses lined up in their separate stalls.

      “Give it time, Lady Tabitha,” Kemp said. “I promise that by the time you leave Danby Castle it will be as if you never stopped.”

      “Perhaps,” she finally muttered then glanced back at Lord Straffan. “Well, I shan’t keep you any longer.” She graced him with a beautiful smile.

      “It’s been a pleasure, Lady Tabitha and I hope to see you at breakfast.”

      “Likewise, Lord Straffan. Enjoy your ride.” Then she turned and hurried away and all Andrew could do but watch.

      He no longer knew what to believe. She wasn’t a simpleton as he’d feared, but she wasn’t adventurous as Elston had claimed either, or she wouldn’t have allowed her fear to keep her from riding. An intriguing miss most certainly and in an instant, Andrew knew that he’d not be satisfied until he learned for himself which facts were true about Lady Tabitha, and which were false.
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      Tabitha sank down onto her bed and took deep breaths as she tried to calm her nerves. She’d barely been able to pull the gloves from her trembling fingers and unbutton her pelisse once she’d returned to her chamber.

      At least she’d conquered a small part of her fear and allowed herself to be close to a few horses. They seemed sweet enough, but so had Guinevere.

      Tomorrow or this afternoon, if she were up to it, Kemp told Tabitha to return with carrots and apples to let the horses eat out of her hand.

      Those were the treats she’d given Guinevere all those years ago, and tears spiked Tabitha’s eyes once again at the memory. Oh, how she loved Guinevere.

      Her fears were irrational, of that she well knew, but that didn’t make them any less real. Perhaps she’d been able to do so today because Kemp was by her side, whom she’d known since childhood. Or maybe it was simply because Lord Straffan would never consider courting a lady who was afraid of horses. However, the reasons for the small miracle didn’t really matter because she’d taken the first step in conquering her weakness, and she’d continue to face it each and every day until she finally accomplished her goal to ride once again.

      Her only regret was that she hadn’t been better prepared to see Lord Straffan when he’d been the main purpose for her leaving the castle so early. But it had taken every part of her being to go near the horses, and her nerves were nearly spent by the time he did make an appearance. Kemp relaying her previous nightmare had not helped matters.

      Drat! Twice now she’d had the opportunity to speak with Straffan and neither occasion ended with her making a good impression. Somehow she must endeavor to do better, as encounters with him would continue to be limited and she was not about to let her fear ruin further opportunities as well.
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      Andrew well understood Lady Tabitha’s fear, but until she sat a horse again, she’d never conquer it.

      As he entered the front of the castle, Andrew was greeted with the very sight of Lady Tabitha coming down the stairs. The color had returned to her cheeks and Andrew took a step forward with every intention of escorting her into breakfast only to be brought up short when the Dowager Countess of Kinley narrowed her eyes on him in warning.

      Clearly, the woman didn’t like him and she didn’t even know him. But, like so many in Society, he’d been judged on account of the fact that he was Irish, as if that made him a lesser man somehow.

      Andrew waited a moment and then followed the dowager and her daughters into the breakfast room. Already guests and relatives of Danby were breaking their fast but there were still plenty of seats at the table. Hopefully, he could find one near Lady Tabitha so that they might discuss her fear and how to go about overcoming it.

      The meal was set out on a sideboard from which guests filled their plates before taking a seat and being served tea or coffee by a servant. Lady Tabitha was the last in line of her family and stood, pondering the offerings before her. Andrew waited until her mother had moved on and then took the place beside Lady Tabitha.

      “Are you recovered?” he asked quietly.

      Her face deepened to a lovely shade of rose. “Yes,” she answered in a hushed tone. “But I would appreciate you not letting anyone know that we saw one another this morning.”

      Pain ripped through his gut. He should have anticipated her rejection, but he hadn’t and the weight of disappointment was sudden and unexpected.

      Lady Tabitha quickly glanced over her shoulder then leaned a little closer to Andrew as she scooped up some eggs. “Mother would not approve, and I’d prefer she not watch me too closely.”

      Ah, it was her mother and not him. “I promise not to say a word.”

      A small smile pulled at her lips. “Thank you.”

      “By chance will you be visiting the stables again today? Kemp mentioned that you might return.”

      “I thought to attempt it once again after luncheon.”

      “I will join you,” he whispered.

      A blush stained her cheeks, but a smile pulled at her lips. “I will look forward to your company, Lord Straffan.”

      He stepped away before her mother noted their quiet conversation and his mood lightened knowing that he’d be spending the afternoon with Lady Tabitha.

      As she moved on, Andrew took his time filling his plate. When he turned to find a seat, he noted that Lady Tabitha was seated between her mother and someone he assumed to be a sister by the girl’s resemblance. The dowager glared at him, but Andrew simply nodded, offered a pleasant smile, and found an empty seat further away from the family.
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      Tabitha glanced down the corridor to make certain no one was about then hurried toward the back stairs that would eventually lead her to the kitchens.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” her mother demanded from behind.

      Tabitha stopped mid-step and took a deep breath. “I need to be outside for a bit.” While she did wish for fresh air, Tabitha didn’t dare tell Mother her true destination.

      “It’s freezing, and I don’t want you mingling with others,” the woman hissed quietly as she looked around. Others being unrelated bachelors invited to the castle by Danby.

      Tabitha fought to roll her eyes. “I can’t spend all of my time inside.”

      Her mother gasped. “You behave as if I’m holding you prisoner.”

      It felt like she was being held prisoner and no different than last spring when her mother had panicked at seeing Danby in London, cancelled all invitations and kept Tabitha and her sisters inside their townhome. The sequestering lasted nearly a sennight before Danby made an appearance and ordered them to attend functions. Thank goodness he had or Tabitha and her sisters might have spent the whole of the Season inside the parlor. The only exception being her secret walks in Hyde Park during the morning hours, which thankfully her mother never learned about.

      “I promise not to encourage unwanted attention,” Tabitha assured her mother. An easy promise to make since Straffan’s attention was very much wanted.

      “Why can’t you return to the sitting room with your sisters? Open a window if it’s fresh air that you want.”

      “And be forced to listen to Deborah and Sarah complain because they’re cold?”

      “They can bundle up.”

      This was beyond ridiculous. “I’m simply taking a short walk, and I promise not to become betrothed before I return.” With that, Tabitha continued toward the stairs.

      “I only want what is best for you, Tabitha. You have no idea how miserable your life could be if you make the wrong match.”

      “What’s the matter? Is Tabitha running away?”

      She glanced back over her shoulder to find Peter standing behind their mother, his eyes lit with amusement.

      “I simply wish to be out,” Tabitha ground out.

      “Go with her, Peter, and make certain she stays out of trouble.”

      Goodness, her mother made it sound as if she were a child in need of watching, and Tabitha was growing quite tired of being mothered. Most ladies were married by Tabitha’s age but her mother behaved as if she was still in leading strings.

      “Gladly,” Peter agreed. “If my wayward sister would but give me a moment to retrieve my coat and gloves I’ll happily accompany her anywhere she wishes to go.”

      Blast! Hadn’t Peter warned her away from Straffan? What would he think if she were meeting him?

      With any luck, hopefully, her brother would assume it was a coincidence when they encountered Straffan. After all, it wasn’t unusual for a gentleman to check on his horse or take him out for a ride, or so she assumed.

      Peter was back quickly to join her and followed her down the narrow, darker stairs.

      “Why are we going this way?”

      She couldn’t very well tell him her destination within her mother’s hearing. “I’m less likely to run in to others.”

      Once they reached another level and far enough away from their mother overhearing, Peter stopped. “What are you really about, Tabitha?”

      Tabitha knew her brother would determine her destination the moment she stopped within the kitchens and quickly confessed her wish to visit the stables and to confront her fear.

      He pulled back in surprise.

      “I must take apples and carrots.”

      Then Peter’s eyes narrowed. “Is this because you wish to impress Straffan?”

      Tabitha couldn’t look her brother in the eye because he’d suspect the truth so she said nothing.

      “It doesn’t really matter,” Peter said after a moment. “If he is the cause for getting you near a horse again, I have no argument.”

      “Please don’t tell, Mother.”

      Peter snorted.  “Never fear, little sister. She is the last person I’d ever confide in.”
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      Andrew worried that perhaps Lady Tabitha had changed her mind and was about to return to the castle when she stepped into the stables along with Peter Storm.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Storm, Lady Tabitha,” Kemp greeted.

      Andrew had hoped it would be just the two of them. Not that they were truly alone with Kemp and the stable hands about, but her brother was an intrusion.

      Then Andrew nearly kicked himself. This wasn’t a courtship. He was there to help the lady confront her fear and that was all.

      “I’ve brought apples and carrots.” She held up a bag.

      “You are really going to do this?” Peter asked in surprise.

      “She did just fine this morning,” Kemp assured Peter. “We’ll have her over this fear in no time.”

      Perhaps the stablemaster was being a bit optimistic. Lady Tabitha’s hands were visibly shaking, and it would take a few more visits before she ever contemplated the idea of sitting on a horse, let alone riding one.

      For Lady Tabitha’s sake, it was good that Andrew had no pressing matters since he was informed this morning that Danby regretted that he could find no time in his schedule to meet until after Christmas. Andrew had nearly snorted at the “regretted” bit because he was quite convinced that Danby regretted nothing and was keeping him here longer than necessary for a purpose. Otherwise, why would he insist Andrew arrive on the twenty-first and then put him off? He just couldn’t determine what bloody purpose he was supposed to fulfill.

      “Come along, Lady Tabitha. Just like this morning,” Kemp said.

      She took a deep breath, notched her chin then stepped further inside the stables.

      Andrew had to admire Lady Tabitha at least. This morning she’d been pale following her visit to the stables, and the fear of being here radiated from her; yet, she was determined to face this hurdle and he’d be right by her side.

      “Greet them first, the ones you did today, as they know you now,” Kemp talked quietly.

      Andrew stepped back toward the opening to stand next to Peter Storm and watched as Kemp led Lady Tabitha to a gelding owned by the duke. Tentatively, she held out her hand and the horse nuzzled it.

      “Unbelievable,” Peter Storm whispered. “I never thought to see the day that Tabitha would allow herself to be so near a horse again.”

      “It’s good that she’s facing her fear,” Andrew noted. “It’s something I believe we all must do at one time or another.”

      Storm studied him. “I suppose one only needs the right incentive to do so.”

      Andrew didn’t know exactly what incentive motivated Lady Tabitha, but he was glad to be of assistance.

      “Well, as I am not needed, I believe I’ll take a ride,” Storm announced as he studied Andrew. “Care to join me, Straffan?”

      Andrew glanced back at Lady Tabitha. As much as he would enjoy another ride, he didn’t want to be too far away in the event a horse scared her. “Thank you, but I’ll remain here.”

      “I’ll get your horse, Mr. Storm,” Kemp announced and walked further into the massive stables. Danby could probably house at least fifty horses inside. There was another stable for carriage horses and yet another for work horses and other animals used to farm and till the land, much like Andrew’s estate in Suffolk. Except there, he had no lady wishing to come to know his horses better.

      A horse whinnied and Lady Tabitha took a step back, and her hands came up as if to protect herself. She was so skittish, that even the slightest sound might set her one edge, so Andrew moved to her side. He soon realized that the horse simply wanted more attention from Lady Tabitha, not less.

      Andrew reached out and patted the sleek chestnut neck but the horse stepped closer to Lady Tabitha.

      “Ah, ye prefer Lady Tabitha ta me?”

      The horse lifted his head and whinnied again.

      Andrew glanced back to the plaque on the back of the wall. “Solomon.”

      “I cannot blame ye. She is bonny,” Andrew spoke to the horse then glanced over at Lady Tabitha whose face was quite pink. “He likes ye,” Andrew said. “Ye should pet him.”

      Lady Tabitha met Andrew’s eyes and took a tentative step forward and slowly lifted her hand.

      Solomon nuzzled her palm and Andrew was rewarded when Lady Tabitha began to smile though her green eyes remained wary.

      “He’ll like ye better if ye give him an apple or carrot.”

      At that, Lady Tabitha reached into the bag and lifted a carrot up to the horse. Solomon sniffed and then ate directly from the lady’s palm in the most delicate manner. “He does seem gentle.”

      That’s because he’s gelded, but Andrew didn’t advise her of that fact because he didn’t want to have to explain if she didn’t understand the meaning. Instead, he moved further into the stall and ran his hand along the horse’s back. “Give me your hand?” he asked gently.

      Lady Tabitha bit her lip and then held it out to him. Andrew gently pulled at the tip of each finger, slow and deliberate until they loosened, then he drew the glove slowly off her hand, revealing a bit more skin with each tug. Her breath hitched.

      It may only be her hand, but Andrew’s mind went to removing each and every layer of clothing in the same deliberate manner until she was unveiled before him.

      He blinked and attempted to erase the thoughts from his mind. This was not the time to be lusting after Lady Tabitha, not in the stables and certainly not at Danby Castle where His Grace might read his mind.

      If anything, Danby was far too perceptive, and Andrew needed to guard his thoughts while in Yorkshire.

      Once he pocketed her glove, Andrew placed Lady Tabitha’s hand against Solomon’s neck. The horse whinnied again and moved his head closer to Lady Tabitha.

      “I do believe Solomon is smitten,” Andrew chuckled.

      Lady Tabitha’s face brightened.

      “Move closer to me,” Andrew coaxed.

      She hesitated a moment and glanced toward the entrance, as if gauging how quickly and easily she could escape.

      “He would never hurt ye, lass,” Andrew drew her to his side and her scent of roses wafted up to his nostrils, blocking even the most pungent odors from the stalls. Ah, Solomon wasn’t the only one susceptible to Lady Tabitha’s charms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      A most pleasant shiver shot up Tabitha’s spine when Straffan’s hand touched hers and his breath caressed her cheek. When he’d removed her glove, it was almost as if more of her person was exposed than just her hand, and Tabitha’s body grew warm in the most delightful manner as a mixture of emotions from anticipation to comfort swirled within her. She’d never experienced the like and it was all she could do not to lean into Straffan and absorb the protection he offered.

      Even Straffan’s soothing tone eased her apprehension. Tabitha had been well aware that he was Irish, but until today she’d not noted the lilt in his voice, nor had he slipped into the comfortable dialect of his heritage. At all other times that she’d heard him speak, it had been in the proper, cool tones of an English gentleman. Oh, she much preferred his Irish inflection over anything else.

      The horse’s soft coat beneath her palm and the gentle touch of Straffan against the back of her hand, brought on waves of longing and remembrance. She longed for security, warmth and things she could not identify and it created an ache deep within her soul. Memories of an earlier time flashed in her mind. She’d once spent many hours in her family’s stables, brushing the horses and riding as often as possible, even cleaning the stalls to delay going inside, hoping that one day she’d own her very own horse. Tabitha had never been afraid until that one horrible afternoon when all security was taken away and she realized just how dangerous and strong, a magnificent horse could be. She longed to return to the time before fear had taken her.

      “Shall we take him out?”

      Tabitha glanced back and found herself practically nose to nose with Straffan. “Out?” she repeated, nearly robbed of breath as she looked into the deep blue of his eyes.

      He didn’t answer at first, but stared at her, his eyes growing darker, as if he was as mesmerized by her as she was him.

      Slowly, he inched closer and in the next instant, Straffan pulled back and cleared his throat. “Yes…um…out of his stall.”

      Tabitha blinked. Had Straffan been about to kiss her?

      Then his words registered in her brain. “I’m not ready.”

      “Not to ride,” he assured her as he took her hand in his. “Only out to the stable yard and perhaps we can walk him around.”

      She bit her lip as she considered the option. As long as the horse was in the stall, Tabitha knew that she could get away if he became aggressive. Out in the open, she’d be left vulnerable.

      “I promise ta protect ye.” Straffan’s soothing voice calmed her nerves.

      Though she still wasn’t certain if this was wise, Tabitha gave a quick nod, and he slowly moved away to lift the bit and bridle off the wall at the side of the stall and settled them around Solomon. Tabitha slipped out into the stable yard in case Solomon did not turn out to be as calm as she and Straffan believed.

      As Straffan exited, Solomon clomped behind him and Tabitha held her breath as they came directly toward her. Then Straffan held out the reins.

      All she could do was stare at them.

      “I’ll be right with ye, ready to intervene if I must.”

      Tabitha took a deep breath then blew it out, casting a cloud of white into the afternoon air. Then she reached for the reins. Her pulse pounded and her heartbeat increased, but she was determined to take these next steps, and that was exactly what she did as soon as she began to lead Solomon around the yard, Straffan walking beside her.
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      Lady Tabitha was as skittish as any mare he’d attempted to break in the past. Except, she wasn’t a horse, but a beautiful young woman. Andrew hated that Lady Tabitha had suffered such a trauma, but someone in her family should have forced the issue before now.

      Though he walked by her side, Andrew remained quiet, and began to note when her shoulders dropped with relaxation and she no longer had a white-knuckled grip on the reins.

      Blast, it was freezing out here and he’d removed her glove.

      “A moment.”

      She stopped and turned to him.

      “Your hand.” She lifted her gloved one. Andrew took it, then shifted it to the reins so that her ungloved hand was free then fitted the material over her fingers before squeezing them gently. “I wouldn’t want you to become chilled.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured and glanced away as if suddenly shy.

      Andrew had enjoyed his share of lovers over the years, though he’d never been drawn to any woman as he was Lady Tabitha. Was it because she appeared so delicate and in need of protection? Or was it her silent determination to overcome an obstacle. Or was it simply that she was beautiful, sensitive and kind? Few would cry over a horse years after it had been put down, regardless of the circumstances. Yet, she carried the guilt to this day when none of it was her fault. She was a victim of those circumstances as much as her beloved horse. Regardless of the reasons, Andrew was drawn to Lady Tabitha stronger than any other woman of his acquaintance, and he’d only known her a day.

      Quickly, he amended his thought. He might have finally learned her name, but his attraction had begun last spring when he’d seen her walk in Hyde Park. Would he court her yet?

      Immediately, he shut down the option. He would not be courting Lady Tabitha, now or in the future. She was of Danby’s line and not for the likes of him.

      Shaken by the contemplations, Andrew stepped away to put distance between himself and Lady Tabitha. It was as much for him as it was for her. Lady Tabitha needed to become comfortable being alone with a horse, and Andrew needed to quit thinking about courtship or worse—he’d nearly kissed her in the stables. She was right there, their noses nearly touching and nobody was about. It would have been so easy to press his lips against hers. Thank God he recovered when he did or who knows what might have occurred.

      “Where are you going?” she asked with alarm.

      “Not far. This is for ye and Solomon.”

      The horse neighed as if he approved of Andrew leaving the two of them alone.

      Andrew simply observed as lady and horse walked, and the distance between the two lessened until Lady Tabitha turned to Solomon and petted his mane.

      Time. That was all she needed. Andrew smiled at their affection just as the snow began to fall.

      A moment later, Peter Storm rode into the stable yard and the magic was broken. Lady Tabitha distanced herself from Solomon as if she feared him rearing or bolting at the sudden appearance of another horse.

      Storm dismounted and then turned to his sister, hands fisted on his hips as a stable boy ran out to retrieve the horse.

      “How was your ride?” Lady Tabitha asked her brother.

      “Not as eventful as what is happening here.”

      Then he turned and gave Andrew a pointed look.

      “Solomon should be returned to his stall since the snow is growing heavier,” Andrew said instead of answering the unvoiced question in Storm’s eyes.

      The stable boy who was leading Storm’s horse away paused and took the reins from Lady Tabitha as well. “I’ll see that he’s settled in.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      “Shall we return inside before Mother begins to worry?” Storm offered his sister his arm.

      “Yes.” Lady Tabitha accepted her brother’s arm, though her gaze never wavered from Andrew. “Thank you.”

      He wasn’t certain what she was thanking him for, but Andrew was glad to have helped vanquish a few of her demons.
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      Goodness! Tabitha never thought she’d ever be so close to a horse again. Solomon had been as docile as a newborn mare. Docile as Guinevere had been at one time.

      The memories flooded back, but she shook them away. Though she’d always mourn the mare, Tabitha refused to let incidents of the past control her future. With those thoughts she glanced out of the drawing room window. A gentle snow continued to fall, unaccompanied by wind. Simply watching the little white puffs fall from the sky and blanket the ground brought an unexpected peace.

      “Goodness, I’d not been aware that Danby had invited Mr. Lymington,” her mother exclaimed with delight. Tabitha turned to note the pale, gaunt gentleman entering just as her sisters groaned.

      Lymington was a gentleman farmer who owned land not more than an hour from their family estate. Mother would give nearly anything for one of her daughters to marry him. However, none of her daughters wished to be married to Mr. Lymington, Tabitha included.

      “Come along.” Mother latched onto Tabitha’s wrist. “We must greet him.”

      “I have no wish to do so,” Tabitha hissed under her breath, irritated that her serenity brought by the snow had been shattered.

      “You’ve barely given yourself the opportunity to know him, Tabitha.”

      “I’ve known him since you began inviting him to dinner on a regular basis.”

      “Mr. Lymington would make an excellent husband,” her mother said, ignoring Tabitha’s objections. “He’s landed and wealthy. What more could you want?” her mother whispered as she practically dragged Tabitha across the drawing room.

      “I’d want a husband who is pleasant and kind. Someone I could love, and love me in return,” she argued. And one whose breath didn’t make her nearly gag, and whose high opinion of himself didn’t make others wonder if they’d ever measure up. The last person Tabitha wished to wed was someone who believed she should be honored to have been chosen.

      “Love,” her mother scoffed. “That grows in a marriage, not before. Now behave,” she hissed right before they came to a stop before the abhorrent gentleman.

      “Mr. Lymington, how pleasant of you to have joined the family for Christmas,” her mother gushed.

      “Yes, well, it was kind of His Grace to include me.” He then turned to Tabitha and stared down his long beak of a nose at her. “Lady Tabitha, you look well.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured and held her breath as he leaned closer.

      “Would you care to take a turn about the room?”

      “I believe they will be calling us into dinner shortly,” Tabitha offered as an excuse.

      “Do go on,” her mother gave Tabitha a slight shove in the middle of her back, pushing her closer to the offensive gentleman.

      “Yes, of course.” Tabitha turned her face away from his.

      “I’m very pleased to find you here,” Lymington began. “I’d hoped to call on you following Christmas.”

      “You did?” she asked cautiously, dreading to know the reason why.

      “As Lady Hannah is away visiting her brother, I thought to call on you instead.”

      Did that mean if Tabitha wasn’t here, he’d turn his sights on Deborah as if any Storm would do?

      “I am certain that my sister will return by March at the latest, so you might wish to call then.” Hannah would be quite irritated at Tabitha for encouraging the man.

      “I cannot wait so long.” Lymington stopped and turned to Tabitha. “I hope to marry before the spring as I’ll have little time for courtship once the planting season begins. In fact, I’ll have very little time for my bride quest until the final harvest, so you see, it is imperative that I not waste valuable time in finding my wife.”

      All Tabitha could do was blink at him.

      “I know that your mother would have no objection to my suit.”

      True, however…“It is my brother, the Earl of Kinley you must speak with if you wish to court one of my sisters.”

      “Though I would have preferred Lady Hannah, I would be quite happy marrying you instead.”

      Her mouth popped open. She couldn’t even utter the words of being flattered since she was clearly his second choice. “You must speak with my brother,” she insisted again, though Tabitha had every intention of writing Benjamin to warn him and threaten never to forgive him if he even gave a moment of consideration to Lymington’s suit.

      Lymington smiled at her. “I have your mother’s permission and she is the one who suggested that I speak with the Duke of Danby, as he has the final say in these matters. At her suggestion, I did write to His Grace and received an invitation to join the family for the holiday.”

      Tabitha’s heart began to pound, a panic much stronger than the one she’d ever suffered when near any horse. She’d run away and become a spinster before she married Lymington. She’d run all the way to Barbados and insist her brother, Samuel provide refuge until the man married someone else.

      At that moment, supper was announced and Lymington offered his arm. Tabitha frantically glanced around for rescue but everyone already had a partner for dinner. Then she saw Straffan lead her distant cousin, Lily, into the dining room. The two had sat beside each other the evening before as well. Was that who Danby decided to match Lily with? As much as she adored her cousin, and Tabitha would happily give her nearly anything, she was not about to relinquish Viscount Straffan.

      Tabitha paused at her chair once they reached the dining room, irritated that they were too far away to overhear any conversation Lily and Straffan might enjoy. Worse, once she was settled, Lymington turned and leaned in close. “I’m happy we will have these days to come to know each other.”

      As his breath hit her face, any appetite Tabitha may have had earlier quickly disappeared, and she sought the location of her great-uncle. On any given day and at any given time, Tabitha would do just about anything to avoid the Duke of Danby, but at this very moment, he might be her only savior.
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      Though Andrew tried to be attentive to Lady Lily, he often looked the length of the table to Lady Tabitha and Mr. Albion Lymington, who was quite focused on his dinner partner. However, Lady Tabitha appeared to be watching His Grace as if she wished to gain his attention. He’d been under the impression that Danby’s relatives would do just about anything to hide from His Grace and not bring attention to themselves. Unless Danby had decided to match Lady Tabitha with Lymington…

      Not possible. Those two would never suit.

      Andrew had met Lymington only a handful of times and tried to avoid him whenever possible. Pompous ass!

      Lady Tabitha couldn’t be interested in the bloke, could she?

      As the ladies departed, Andrew welcomed the port though he declined a cheroot. What he wanted was for this part of the evening to be over so that he might determine if Lady Tabitha would be lost to him to the likes of Lymington.

      Andrew straightened and paused just as the glass reached his lips. Lost to him?

      He really must stop thinking of Lady Tabitha in terms of courtship, kissing and belonging. He barely knew her and further, Danby would never approve. Yet, that didn’t stop the draw deep from within that pulled him in her direction.

      What was it about her, besides her obvious beauty?

      Were the poets correct?

      Andrew had always scoffed at the idea of instant emotions as souls connected, and other nonsense, preferring to believe that it was instant attraction that led to passion and was merely confused as love. Now he wasn’t so certain.

      He mentally shook his thoughts away. It served no purpose to dwell on whatever it was that made him search for Lady Tabitha in whichever room he found himself, as he knew any match was impossible. However, Andrew could barely stomach the idea of Lymington taking his place

      “How did you manage it?” Peter Storm asked as he slid into a chair near Andrew.

      “Manage what?”

      “To get Tabitha to actually walk a horse? We’ve tried for years, but she’d have none of it.”

      “I believe it was Kemp, not myself.”

      “Kemp was nowhere in sight when I rode up this afternoon. Only you, my sister and the gelding.”

      “I just happened to be present,” Andrew answered, not letting on that he had offered to meet Lady Tabitha in the stables. “Kemp told me of the accident, how the horse bolted and she’d been knocked to the ground. She’s lucky she wasn’t injured.”

      Peter Storm pulled back. “But she was.”

      Alarm shot through Andrew. Neither Kemp nor Lady Tabitha had mentioned an injury. “I thought it was guilt that kept Lady Tabitha from riding, though she is hardly to blame.”

      “When my sister fell from the horse, she fractured her arm and suffered a head injury when she struck the stable,” Peter explained. “Her guilt is because at any other time, she would have been able to control the mare.”

      Andrew studied him. “What made that day any different?”

      “You need to understand that before—” Mr. Storm started before he paused to take a sip of his cognac “—Tabitha practically lived in the stables and rode every day, much to our mother’s chagrin. Where my other sisters wanted a kitten or a puppy, Tabitha wanted a pony for herself, and Danby was going to see that she got one as soon as she learned to ride like a proper lady.” A smile pulled at Peter’s lips. “She’d read about flat and jumping races sometimes held for women and Tabitha vowed that she’d one day race and she would win.”

      Lady Tabitha rode astride? Then again, many girls did, if they lived out in the country and when few would see. It wasn’t until they were older that most transitioned to the side saddle.

      “As my sister wanted a horse from Danby more than anything else, she set her mind to learn to ride side-saddle. We were in the second day but she still struggled with holding her balance and getting used to one leg being bent and the other over the side.”

      “You were with her?” Andrew asked in surprise. Then why hadn’t Storm stepped in and assisted?

      “Yes, as well as my brother, Kinley.” Peter took another sip as if the topic was uncomfortable, or a nightmare he really didn’t wish to relive. “It was as we were nearing a training paddock that the thoroughbred broke loose. In her rush to grab onto the pummel to balance when the horse reared, Tabitha lost the reins and had no control over the mare. We took off after Guinevere, calling her to halt but she was much faster than our steeds. I knew that if I could have just caught up, I could have pulled Tabitha from Guinevere and nobody would have been injured.” Storm shook his head. “When Tabitha woke from her fall and learned what had happened to Guinevere, she cried for days and then the longer she was forced to remain in bed to recover, the stronger her fear built until Tabitha vowed she’d never go near a horse or ride again.”

      It was because she’d been left too long with her fear.

      “We tried everything we could to get her to step inside the stables again. Danby even ordered her, and she refused.”

      Andrew drew back. Someone refused an order issued by the Duke of Danby? She had more bullocks than any gentleman of Andrew’s acquaintance.

      Storm tossed back the remains of his drink. “When you arrived, I had assumed that Danby had decided to match you with one of his female relations, but I don’t think that’s it.”

      No, it was so Andrew could purchase the neighboring estate, but nobody knew that was his purpose for being here.

      “If anyone can convince Tabitha to ride again, it’s you.”

      With that Storm pushed from his seat, leaving Andrew to ponder Storm’s words. Was that why he was really here? Would Danby continue to dangle the estate until Lady Tabitha learned to ride again?
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      “What did you and Mr. Lymington discuss over dinner?” her mother asked as she pulled Tabitha away from the others who gathered for tea.

      Tabitha merely blinked at her because she recalled nothing specific other than Lymington droning on and on about something to do with farming, and she’d blocked his voice, only offering a nod when appropriate, like when he looked at her as if waiting for a response.

      “Tabitha, you really must attempt to be more engaging. He is the perfect gentleman for you,” her mother insisted.

      No, he was the perfect gentleman for her mother because whichever daughter married him wouldn’t live so far away that their mother could visit any time she wished, which was why Barbados began to hold more and more appeal. Or Ireland, Tabitha thought with a smile.

      Oh, she wished her mother would leave her side because Tabitha really wished to find Lily and ask after her intentions with regard to Straffan, but Mother would not budge and kept making suggestions of how Tabitha might better impress Mr. Lymington.

      “Mother, I do not want to marry Lymington,” she hissed under her breath.

      “Yes, you do,” her mother argued. “He will make a perfect husband for any one of my girls.”

      “Then pick one of them, and not me.”

      “A mother knows what is best for her daughters. You’ll be happy in the end. That I promise.”

      If happiness meant running away to Barbados before any vows could be spoken, then her mother was quite correct.

      As the gentlemen began to filter in from the dining room to join the women, Tabitha looked for Viscount Straffan and prayed he didn’t go directly to Lily’s side. However, much to her disappointment, Straffan never joined the gathering for tea. If only Lymington had been of the same mind, but as he entered, one of the last gentlemen to do so, he paused to glance about the room, before taking a step in their direction.

      Tabitha didn’t even attempt to hide her groan and glanced about for a quick exit.

      “Lady Tabitha,” Danby announced as he came to a halt just inside the threshold. “Attend me in the study.” He didn’t wait for a response, but exited the room.

      “Wonderful!” Mother practically clapped her hands together. “Danby will see this done. I am so happy for you, Tabitha.”

      Her stomach knotted as Tabitha hurried after her great-uncle. She must somehow change his mind. Certainly, he’d understand and wouldn’t force her to marry a gentleman she couldn’t even stand to be near.

      “Close the door,” Danby barked as she stepped inside his domain.

      Tabitha had rarely been in here before, but knew that this was where His Grace pronounced many of his dictates.

      “Well, out with it. You tried to get my attention all through dinner. You now have it.”

      Tabitha blinked at him. She could have sworn her great-uncle hadn’t looked at her once during the grueling affair no matter how many times she tried to catch his notice. “Don’t make me marry Lymington,” she blurted out, knowing one should never blurt anything at His Grace, but Tabitha was too worried to care about niceties at the moment.

      “I’m to understand from your mother that you wished to be matched with Lymington,” he replied, watching Tabitha with his all-too perceptive gaze.

      “No!” Tabitha cried and rushed toward the ducal desk where her great-uncle had taken a seat. “Please, please, don’t make me marry him.”

      Danby leaned back and studied her. “Are you claiming that your mother is wrong?”

      “Mother wants me living close and doesn’t care who the man is as long as I’m in York.”

      He nodded. “And you have no desire for Lymington?”

      “None.”

      “Your sisters?”

      “None of us wish to be his wife,” she insisted.

      He studied her for a moment. “Normally, I do not allow my relations a choice in these matters.”

      Tabitha swallowed against the tightening of her throat.

      “However, as the request came from your mother, I decided to invite Lymington to see for myself if you were meant for him. If you had truly wished to settle so poorly, I would have considered the option.”

      “I promise you, Your Grace, the last person I wish to marry is Mr. Lymington.” Thank God Danby hadn’t taken Mother’s word on the matter.

      “I see you have more sense than your mother,” he said with some relief. “If Lymington approaches me, I will deny him your hand.”

      “Oh, thank you.” Then Tabitha recalled who Lymington truly wished to marry. “He told me that he’d prefer Hannah but she doesn’t want him anymore than I do, Your Grace.”

      “Don’t worry about Hannah. I already know who she will wed,” Danby dismissed Tabitha’s concern with a wave of his hand.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask who the intended gentleman was so that she might warn her older sister, but also knew that Danby would never confide such an important matter to her.

      “Besides you have more important matters to attend to than being courted.”

      She blinked at him. “I do?”

      “Yes. You need to get your arse back on a horse, and I’m glad you are finally working in that direction.”

      He knew?

      Of course Danby knew. He knew everything.

      “Viscount Straffan has a way with horses, and ladies.” He leaned forward and pushed up with both palms flat on the desk. “Had you not gone to the stables on your own, I would have ordered you to do so. And this time, I would have dragged you there myself if necessary.”

      Tabitha gulped. Goodness. He was serious.

      “I am certain that under Straffan’s guidance you will overcome your fear.”

      Was Danby more concerned with her riding than finding a husband? Was it possible that she’d be free of his meddling at least this holiday?

      The relief was so great her knees nearly gave way and it was the first time Tabitha realized how deeply worried she’d been about being married off this Christmas.

      “Now, go take a walk or something, before your ridiculous mother starts clinging to your side again.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” he grumbled.
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      The more he thought about his discussion with Peter Storm, the stronger Andrew believed the same conclusion as to why Danby wanted him at the castle at this particular time. However, had His Grace simply asked, Andrew would have assisted with regard to Lady Tabitha. Then again, Andrew doubted that Danby ever asked for anything but simply manipulated people about as one would chess pieces, and it galled him to no end.

      It was a shame he was only to be her guide and nothing more, but Andrew would enjoy their time and then he’d return home, deed in hand and happy for having enjoyed a pleasant and unexpected interlude.

      As the gentlemen began to leave the dining room, Andrew realized he wasn’t in the mood to join the others in the drawing room, billiard’s room or other the entertainments that had been discussed. Nor did he wish to retire to his chambers so early in the evening so he chose to walk outside and enjoy the gentle snowfall.

      Once he drew away from the castle, only silence surrounded him. Peace, quiet, almost as if he were all alone in the world, and Andrew turned his mind to Lady Tabitha and how he could further help her overcome her fears. However, horses did not remain his only concern. Did Danby truly want to match Lady Tabitha with Lymington? Andrew wouldn’t wish that egotistical ass on anyone, and those two would never suit. No, Lady Tabitha would be much better suited for Andrew.

      He stopped and tried to push the very idea from his mind because he knew that even if he wished to court her, Andrew’s only purpose was to get her to ride and nothing else.

      As he turned back toward the castle, Andrew was brought up short to see the very lady he’d been thinking about walking toward him, quite alone and more importantly, Lymington wasn’t anywhere in sight. She had her head tilted back as she caught snowflakes on her tongue, and he couldn’t help but be mesmerized by the sight.

      Unbidden, a smile came to his lips. Such sweet innocence captured in the body of a siren. Most definitely a siren because Lady Tabitha drew him toward her unlike any lady he’d ever encountered and he’d yet to determine why.

      A moment later, she threw out her arms and twirled a circle as if she couldn’t be happier. Her joy was infectious and Andrew found himself grinning like an infatuated lad first discovering that girls could be quite marvelous.

      As she stopped, Lady Tabitha dropped her arms and her chin, a most pleased expression upon her lovely face and glided toward him, only to slow as she realized he was there. The smile slipped as the merriment dimmed in her emerald eyes.

      “Lord Straffan. I had no idea you were out here.” Then she glanced around him and frowned. “You are alone?”

      Who else would he be with?

      “I thought perhaps Lady Lily might be with you…”

      Why would she think such a thing? Andrew had simply escorted Lady Lily into dinner as he’d been speaking with her brother when dinner was announced. “I’ve not seen her since we dined. Were you looking for her?”

      “No. I was simply out to enjoy this glorious evening.” She sighed, as if suddenly relieved. Could it be that Lady Tabitha was worried about his feelings toward Lady Lily?

      In an instant, Andrew banished the thought. It wasn’t jealousy. If anything, Lady Tabitha might be concerned that her cousin would wish to be courted by an Irishman.

      “Do you have plans to visit the stables again tomorrow?”

      Her smile slipped. “I know why you’re here.”

      “Why is that?” Had someone told her about the estate he wished to purchase?

      “My great-uncle said that under your guidance I’d be able to overcome my fear.”

      Even though Andrew had already surmised as much, it was a punch to the gut that his only worth, as far as Danby was concerned, was to help Lady Tabitha get back on a horse. “I have all the faith in the world that you will.”

      “Then you have much more faith than I.”

      Andrew reached out and took her hands in his. “You will ride again, Lady Tabitha. If I have it my way, you’ll even race.”

      “Race?”

      “Your brother told him how you hoped to one day participate in a lady’s competition.”

      Lady Tabitha chuckled. “I was young and perhaps a bit full of myself and my abilities.”

      Unexpected disappointment settled in his bones. “You no longer wish to race or take jumps?”

      Worry marred her lovely brow and Andrew wished to wipe it away.

      “I would, but what if I lose control? What if the horse bolts? What if…”

      He placed a finger to her lips. “I promise that one day, you will do all the things you wished before your horrible incident.”

      Lady Tabitha didn’t say anything but glanced up at him with a grateful smile.

      Andrew brushed a thumb across her silken cheek and silently vowed that he’d make certain that she accomplished each and every one of her goals.

      Her lips parted as her breath hitched. Perhaps he shouldn’t have touched her face, but Andrew hadn’t thought about his actions. Though he should give great consideration to what he wished to do next, he pushed those thoughts aside as he lowered his mouth to hers.
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      Tabitha’s eyes fluttered closed as Straffan’s lips brushed against hers. So warm and firm, and all too brief because an instant later he pulled away.

      “I apologize,” he muttered, his face still close to hers.

      “For what?” She hoped it was because the kiss was too short, which it most definitely was.

      “I should not have taken such liberties.”

      Perhaps her mother or Danby might agree, but Tabitha certainly did not, so when he began to withdraw, she anchored her hands on his shoulders, went up on her toes and pressed her lips against his.

      It was bold and certainly not becoming of a lady, but that didn’t really matter to her at the moment.

      At first, he didn’t return the kiss. Perhaps she’d shocked him, but a moment later, Straffan’s arms wrapped around Tabitha’s waist as he pulled her close and deepened the kiss.

      Goodness, so this was what it was like to really be kissed by a gentleman. She nearly swooned as her head became light. Tabitha held onto him. Not so much to keep him close, but to keep from falling.

      As his tongue touched hers, Tabitha attempted to return the action in the same manner, only to elicit a groan from Straffan.

      Her heart pounded and blood rushed through her veins and despite the falling snow, she was growing quite warm.

      “Tabitha, are you out here?”

      In a blink, Straffan withdrew, leaving her unsteady and uncertain if her legs would hold her upright. He placed a steadying hand at her elbow.

      “There you are,” her brother announced as he came near. “Mother grew quite worried when you didn’t return to the drawing room. She feared Danby had upset you.”

      “Upset me?” Tabitha couldn’t imagine why. Though, in hindsight, most people were upset following a meeting with His Grace.

      “Yes, all that nonsense of Mother negotiating a match between you and Lymington.”

      Straffan stiffened and completely withdrew from her person.

      “Thank goodness Danby is not in agreement,” she responded. “He has no intention of forcing me or any of our sisters to marry that…that…bore!”

      Peter laughed. “Nor would Benjamin allow it.” Then he glanced over to Straffan and back at Tabitha, a question in his eyes. “Why are the two of you out here?”

      “I came across Lady Tabitha catching snowflakes on her tongue,” Straffan answered.

      “You’re lucky you didn’t find her making snow angles as well,” Peter laughed.

      “I haven’t made angels since I was a girl,” she objected. For one, it wasn’t ladylike to do so, especially with so many men about.

      “Then I must be mistaken because I was certain I came across you doing that very thing last winter.”

      Heat scorched her face. She’d forgotten that she’d fallen in the show while walking with Sarah and decided that since she was already on the ground that she’d make a snow angel. “I’d forgotten,” she finally murmured, glancing away from Lord Straffan, praying he didn’t see her as a childish miss.

      “Well, I should get you inside before Mother has everyone looking for you.”

      Tabitha blew out a sigh. She was so tired of being treated as a child. “Until tomorrow, Lord Straffan?”

      “Tomorrow.” He nodded.

      As Danby insisted that Straffan get her back on a horse, at least Tabitha knew that she’d be seeing him often, and out of sight of her mother. And, just maybe, he might kiss her again.
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      What the blazes had come over him? Andrew asked himself that same question several times the evening before and again after he woke the next morning. He had no business kissing Lady Tabitha, and he was certain Danby would be quite displeased if he ever learned. Hopefully, Lady Tabitha told no one, as Andrew would be quite embarrassed to be asked to leave the castle before Christmas. Not to mention that Danby might withdraw his offer to sell the Irish estate.

      He must remain a gentleman and at a distance, and for God’s sake, he would not kiss Lady Tabitha again, no matter how delightful it had been to do so last night.

      Andrew nearly groaned. It wasn’t something as mild as delightful. No, her kiss had been passionate, heated and shot through his body and directly to his nether regions. It took nearly an hour for his loins to cool after she’d departed.

      “Good morning, Lord Straffan,” Lady Tabitha greeted him cheerily as he entered the stables.

      They’d not set an agreed upon time, though he wasn’t surprised to find her here just as the sun was rising.

      “Good morning, Lady Tabitha. Did you sleep well?”

      An impish smile pulled at her lips. “Well enough, I suppose.”

      He’d slept little, but had the same dreams and thoughts kept her awake as they had him?

      It wasn’t a question to be voiced as Andrew was not here to court Lady Tabitha.

      “I thought we might ride today.” He cleared his throat because the image that came to mind did not include horses.

      Blast! He must remember that Lady Tabitha was the duke’s great-niece and His Grace viewed Andrew as nothing more than a riding instructor, despite his Irish title.

      “I’m not ready,” she blurted out, her green eyes growing panicked as she glanced to the stables. “Certainly riding can wait. I only just walked Solomon yesterday.”

      “I don’t mean alone, but with me.” He turned to Kemp who was waiting nearby. “Please have Epona saddled.”

      Having Lady Tabitha before him on a horse was not wise, and would lead to all manner of desires and eventual discomfort. However, it was the quickest way to finally push her to ride alone. The sooner he was done with this business, the quicker Andrew could obtain possession of the property and be on his way because the longer he remained at Danby Castle, the more danger Andrew was in of losing his heart.

      Lady Tabitha worried the corner of her bottom lip and glanced aback at the stables. “I still think it would be best if I simply walked Solomon today.”

      “You did that yesterday,” Andrew reminded her.

      “Yes, but it is a big step from walking a horse to riding one.”

      Andrew grinned. “Not if I give ye a leg up.”

      “That’s not what I mean and you know it.” If her lovely lips hadn’t tilted up at the last moment, Andrew would have feared she was vexed with him.

      “Do ye trust me?” he asked stepping closer to her.

      Lady Tabitha looked up at him. “I hardly know you.”

      “That isn’t what I asked.”

      She studied him, a slight frown between her delicate eyebrows.

      Andrew took her hand. “I swear on all that I hold dear, that I will not let anythin’ happen to ye. ’Tis my word I give.”

      Her smile softened as her face relaxed. “I do trust you, Lord Straffan.”

      It was all he could do not to kiss her again. Last night had been a mistake and he was lucky they’d not been caught. To do so here, in the dawn of the early morning with not only Kemp around, but nearly a half-dozen stable hands as well, they’d certainly be seen.

      To think Andrew had once believed that he was immune to females, or at least his heart was resistant while his body enjoyed every delectable feminine inch of his former lovers. Yet, this miss warmed the very spot in his chest that had done little except beat since birth. It now swelled and desired more than a simple tossing up of skirts, but a life of love and leisure with the lady of his soul.

      Andrew blinked and shook the thoughts from his mind.

      There most definitely was magic surrounding Danby Castle because that could be the only explanation for his unexpected musings. He’d be reciting bad poetry if he wasn’t away from this place soon.

      Lady Tabitha glanced at Kemp and the two stable hands as they lead Epona forward. “Is she so dangerous that you need help until you’re on her?”

      “No.” Andrew chuckled. “They are for ye. I was afraid ye’d be too afraid to get on Epona with only one holdin’ the reins.”

      Kemp stopped beside them.

      “One stable hand on each side to give ye security,” Andrew explained.

      Lady Tabitha stared up at the horse. “Is there one that might be a bit shorter that we could try first?”

      Andrew let his head fall back as he laughed. “I’ll not be caught dead on a donkey, and neither shall ye.”

      “There are shorter horses than yours.”

      He nodded. “Aye, but Epona is mine and I know her character well. There isn’t a safer horse in the stables.”

      Kemp cleared this throat.

      “There may be, but I prefer that Lady Tabitha’s first ride be on my horse.”

      “I am not dressed properly,” she argued.

      “Yer skirts are long enough and ye will not be riding astride,” Andrew informed her.

      Lady Tabitha blew out a sigh. “Your saddle is not fashioned for a lady to ride side-saddle.”

      “It will do fine for now,” Andrew assured her. “Lads, come in close.” One took a place at each side of Epona, who stood as still as a statue.

      “Are ye ready?”

      “No,” Lady Tabitha squeaked out even as his hands grasped her waist and lifted her up and onto the horse. Andrew knew that if he waited for her to actually respond, she’d put this moment off for as long as possible.

      All color drained from her face as she grabbed the front of the saddle.

      Andrew put his left foot in the stirrup then swung himself up so that he sat behind her. The saddle wasn’t made to hold two people, but he’d make do. As he settled behind her, her bottom fit snug between his thighs Andrew nearly groaned. This ride might be more uncomfortable than he’d originally believed.

      “Here are your reins, Lord Straffan.”

      He took them from Kemp, then placed them in Lady Tabitha’s hands.

      “You don’t expect me to take control, do you?”

      The terror in her voice was enough to make Andrew almost reconsider this entire venture. “No, I will control the horse, but ye need to hold the reins with me so you can remember what it feels like to guide a horse and get used to the motion again.”

      She gave a stiff nod and drew in a deep breath as if she were about to set forth on a dangerous journey.

      “Ye’ll be safe. I promise ye,” he whispered in her ear and then flicked the reins. However, her hold was so tight that Epona seemed confused and not certain what to do. “Loosen a bit, lass.”

      Her stiff, white-knuckled grip grew a bit lax, handing over control to Andrew.

      “Are ye ready?”

      “No.”

      “Good, I knew ye’d be.” With that he flicked the reins again and the horse started forward.

      Lady Tabitha let out a yelp as if Epona had taken off on a run when she simply walked. Perhaps this would take longer than he realized.
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      When Tabitha had stepped inside the stables yesterday, she never dreamed she’d be on a horse today. In fact, if someone had warned her how quickly it would happen, she’d have run back to the castle and hid in her chamber.

      “Shall we trot?”

      It didn’t matter how she answered because Lord Straffan was going to do what he wished, and in anticipation, she tensed.

      “Relax,” he whispered in her ear, then signaled Epona to increase her speed.

      Tabitha blew out a breath.

      “This isn’t so bad, is it?”

      Not with Straffan behind her and his warm breath against her cheek. It was all she could do not to melt into him.

      “Tell me about yer family, Lady Tabitha.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “Or tell me anythin’.”

      Tabitha couldn’t concentrate on what he was asking or even how she should answer while sitting on this beast. “I don’t understand.”

      “Ye’re too focused on the horse, where it’s going and ye’re still clutching the reins a bit tight. I need ye to relax, and the only way ye can do that is if yer thinkin’ about somethin’ else.”

      Is that what she was doing?

      They were high off the ground and the horse, even though it held two riders, was strong. If Epona wished to bolt, would Straffan really be able to control her? What if they were both injured? Worse, what if he was injured because he was trying to help Tabitha? It was bad enough what had happened to Guinevere, and Tabitha wasn’t certain she could carry the guilt of Lord Straffan being injured as well.

      “What are ye thinkin’?”

      “What?”

      “Ye’ve stiffened back up, just like when I first put ye on Epona. I’m beginnin’ ta think ye don’t trust me.”

      “It’s not that. Not at all,” she argued.

      “Then what is it?”

      “Epona, is strong, fast…”

      “Aye, now I am insulted. Ye don’t think I can manage the horse I’ve raised from a foal?”

      Insulted? Oh, dear! That wasn’t her intention at all. “I’m sorry, I meant no disrespect, and it’s just…”

      He chuckled, his mouth still near her ear.

      Blast, he was teasing her again. “Are you always in a good humor, Lord Straffan?”

      “Aye. Are ye not? Usually, that is, as I realize this isn’t what ye’d consider a merry adventure.”

      Tabitha had to think for a moment. “I suppose…”

      “Ye don’t sound certain.”

      In truth, her usual humor was neither good nor bad. In fact, her life was rather dull.

      How disconcerting!

      “Lady Tabitha?”

      She used to be happy and even laughed often, when had that changed?

      In an instant, she straightened. True and deep enjoyment in life all but disappeared when Tabitha vowed never to venture into the stables again.

      “Yer life can’t be so dreary, can it?” Lord Straffan asked with concern.

      “The marriage of my brother to Mary last year. The birth of their son a fortnight ago was very happy indeed.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “The marriages of my other brothers, Nathaniel and Samuel, earlier this spring were joyous occasions, even though Samuel married at Gretna.”

      “Ye are speaking of others, not of yerself,” Straffan pointed out.

      “I suppose, I’m happiest when my family is happy.”

      “What makes ye happy when they are not around?”

      Tabitha really had to think about the last time she had real enjoyment, just for herself, other than Lord Straffan’s arrival at the castle.

      A smile pulled at her lips. “I’m happiest when I’m allowed, or in some cases, must take freedom for myself.” Unfortunately the only time she was free was when she went sneaking about. “Such as my early morning walks in Hyde Park while Mother still slept.”

      “Was it the walk ye enjoyed or who you might encounter?” The question was said quietly and close to her ear, causing heat to spread through her body.
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      Why the blazes had he asked Lady Tabitha that question? Of course Andrew wanted to know if she’d gone to the park in hopes of seeing him, but having met her mother, he was certain that she did so to get away from that harridan more than anything else.

      Lady Tabitha straightened even further, her spine stiff and chin in the air. “I shan’t answer, as a lady must keep her secrets.”

      Andrew peeked at her face, noting the impish smile and mischief in her green eyes. If only Danby had planned for there to be more between him and Lady Tabitha, then this Christmas could have turned out to be the merriest he’d ever enjoyed.

      At least Lady Tabitha had finally relaxed and barely held the reins and leaned back as if she was comfortable being on a horse again. However, there was more to accomplish, and he glanced around to make certain they were no longer in view of the castle, shifted the reins to his right hand then snaked his left arm about her waist and set Epona to a cantor.

      Lady Tabitha stiffened. “Why didn’t you warn me or at least ask?”

      “I already knew yer answer,” he laughed.

      “You presume to know me so well?” she huffed even as the tension slipped away once more.

      “Only when it comes to ye and horses, Lady Tabitha. I would presume nothin’ else.” Andrew didn’t know her nearly as well as he’d like and never would.

      “Should I assume you will next let her run?”

      Lady Tabitha’s voice wavered as if she was afraid. As much as he’d like to give Epona the lead, there were two reason he would not. “Nay. There is fresh snow on the ground, and I do not know what is beneath it. I would not have her injured.”

      Lady Tabitha blew out a sigh.

      “And ye aren’t ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      Andrew turned Epona back toward the direction they’d come and let her slow. As much as he’d like to keep Lady Tabitha out here with him, it was impossible. Kemp knew when they’d left so they mustn’t tarry or Danby would demand to know what took so long. If His Grace had any idea of the thoughts that plagued Andrew’s mind, no doubt he’d be asked to leave. He was an Irish lord at an English duke’s castle and must remember his place if he wanted to win in the end. Unfortunately, Lady Tabitha was not part of the negotiations.
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      As the stable came into view, tears sprang to Tabitha’s eyes. Whether it was from overcoming her fear, the exhilaration of riding, the simple fact that she survived, or Lord Straffan’s presence, Tabitha would never know. The only one certainty was that she’d accomplished something she never thought possible. She’d ridden a horse again.

      Two stable boys and Kemp came out as they came to a halt in the stable yard. It was then she noted Peter standing at the entrance, his arms crossed over his chest, watching her approach. When their eyes met, he nodded his approval.

      Kemp took the reins and Lord Straffan shifted as he dismounted.

      Tabitha glanced down as Straffan held up his hands to lift her from the horse. Except she didn’t lean forward to get off the beast but simply stared down at his handsome face and into his blue eyes. “Thank you.”

      His smile softened. “You are very welcome, Lady Tabitha.”

      Their eyes held for a moment more before she placed her hands on his shoulders so he could lift her to the ground. For a moment, she was unsteady and stumbled, laughing. “Goodness. I’d forgotten that sometimes your legs need a moment to adjust.”

      Lord Straffan chuckled as he steadied Tabitha with a hand at her waist. “In no time, you will be able to dismount without wobbly legs.”

      His words sank in along with what she’d just accomplished. She had ridden a horse and would do so again. And soon, very soon, she’d do so on her own. “Yes! Yes, I will,” Tabitha returned with a confidence she hadn’t felt in such a long time. “Will we ride again this afternoon?”

      “No,” he answered gently. “You should rest. We will go out again tomorrow morning.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to beg him, but Tabitha didn’t wish to take up any more of his time than necessary. She was certain Lord Straffan had better things to do than instruct her in riding all day. However, she wished one of those activities included kissing her, but he’d not even attempted to brush his lips against her cheek when they were all alone.

      “Shall we go into breakfast?” Peter asked.

      “Yes, I suppose.” Tabitha linked her arm with her brother’s as they started back to the castle, then Peter turned and lifted an eyebrow at Straffan. “Are you going to join us?”

      Straffan looked to Tabitha, a bit of sadness in his blue eyes. “I’ll be in shortly. I’d like to get Epona settled.”

      Peter just nodded and drew Tabitha away.

      The happiness she’d felt after dismounting dimmed. First, the disappointment that he hadn’t tried to kiss her again, and then with concern over the shift in Straffan’s mood. Had she said or done something wrong?
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      Andrew had miscalculated. Given Lady Tabitha’s fear, he’d never anticipated that she’d relax enough to cantor. At this pace, she might very well be over her fear before the week was out and then his work would be done.

      That was what Andrew wanted of course. He’d come here to negotiate an estate, not court a lady. Except, he was no longer in any hurry to be parted from Lady Tabitha. Once he left, Andrew wouldn’t see her again until the spring. That was, if she walked in Hyde Park in the mornings again.

      He shook the thought away. It was best if he took his leave at the earliest possible moment to save himself heartbreak and grief; but regardless of whether it was tomorrow or next week, he’d suffer just the same.

      Andrew pushed his fingers through his hair. When the hell did he start falling in love with Lady Tabitha? Had it been last spring when she was a nameless beauty walking in the park, or since he’d arrived when she came to trust him?

      Somewhere in the middle?

      If he were honest, even after the Season had ended, he’d often found himself thinking of her, wondering who she was and when he might encounter the lovely miss again. From the moment he’d first spied her, Andrew had been intrigued and struck by her beauty.

      No good would come from loving Tabitha Storm. She was the great-niece of the Duke of Danby, intended for an English nobleman—not an Irish one. Andrew knew better than to want someone above his reach.

      It would be best to avoid Lady Tabitha completely, save when he was helping her ride, and perhaps he might just be able to ride away from Danby Castle with a small piece of his heart still his own. At least, those were his intentions and why he retired to his chamber to read for the day. But the laughter of several people from below caused Andrew to set his book aside, not that he’d been able to concentrate on even a single page, and wander to the window to look out. A group of guests where walking toward a pond in the distance.

      Was Lady Tabitha with them?

      As the question formed in his mind, she turned and looked back at the castle as if searching for something or…someone. Was she looking for him?

      Her cheeks were already rosy from being outdoors, just liked they’d been when she dismounted Epona this morning, and he’d give anything to skate with her along the ice…

      No! He argued with himself. She was not for him and Danby would never approve, let alone consent.

      But when would Andrew get the opportunity to spend time with her again outside of the stables? Though, he had avoided her at breakfast by waiting to go in, and then he’d intentionally missed luncheon. Could he not remain a full day away from her? Did he really wish to?

      Of all the ill-advised decisions, and against his better judgment, Andrew found himself bundling up to head outside to join the others.

      As he neared the foyer, His Grace stepped into the corridor.

      “Ah, Straffan, join me.”

      Andrew was torn between putting the duke off to go after Lady Tabitha and finally meeting with His Grace. Not that there was much of a decision since one did not put off the Duke of Danby. He nodded and turned to follow His Grace into the study.

      “How goes it with Lady Tabitha? I understand you got her to ride this morning.”

      Andrew bristled. “You could have told me that was the reason you chose Christmas to discuss the purchase of the estate.”

      Danby narrowed his eyes with cool calculation. “Would you have agreed?”

      “If that is part of the price I need to pay to achieve your Irish holdings, then of course I would.”

      “I did not invite you here to get my great-niece on a horse again, it simply turned out to be an unexpected benefit.”

      This time Andrew narrowed his eyes. “Then why Christmas instead of any other time of the year?”

      “It worked best with my schedule.”

      “Yet, you required that I be here on the twenty-first but won’t have time to meet until after Christmas.” However, they were meeting at this very moment, weren’t they? “Why not discuss it now and be done with it.”

      Danby slowly smiled. “What you and I need to discuss will take much longer than I have today.” Danby walked toward the door. “However, I hope you continue to work with my great-niece so that she is prepared on the twenty-sixth.”

      Boxing Day? “Prepared for what?”

      “The hunt, of course.”

      Andrew blinked at him. “Lady Tabitha mentioned no hunt.”

      “It’s an annual tradition, though I’m certain she doesn’t expect to ride.”

      “Yet, you do?” Andrew questioned.

      “Of course!” Then Danby raised his cane and pointed it at Andrew’s chest. “And you will see that she does.”

      Ordered about again! Andrew would like to tell His Grace to go hang, but as his family had wanted that land for years, Andrew wasn’t about to ruin the possibility now. “Very well.”

      “Further, do not mention it to Tabitha. She’ll learn about it that morning.”

      Not only was he to get her ready for a hunt, but he had to keep it a secret as well? “Very good, Your Grace,” Andrew ground out as he marched past the Duke of Danby.
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      Viscount Straffan had not been at luncheon, just as he had hadn’t appeared at breakfast. Certainly, he must need to eat more than the evening meal. Was he taking his meals in his chamber? As Tabitha walked toward the lake with her sisters and other guests, she glanced back at the castle, hoping to see him appear.

      Where was he? Was he avoiding her? Was he inside courting someone?

      The very idea was physically painful to contemplate. Tabitha had longed to meet Straffan last spring, but now that she was coming to know him, she wanted him all the more. Why couldn’t her great-uncle see that Tabitha and Straffan could be more than riding instructor and student?

      A moment later her pulse lurched as he stepped outside.

      “Isn’t that the gentleman Mother wants you to avoid?” Deborah asked.

      Straffan was walking directly toward them and it was all she could do to control her giddy excitement.

      “He is very handsome,” Sarah admired quietly as he drew near and Tabitha nudged her sister to hopefully quiet her.

      “Good afternoon, Ladies,” Straffan said as he stopped beside Tabitha.

      “Good afternoon, Lord Straffan,” Tabitha greeted. “Have you met my sisters, Ladies Deborah and Sarah?”

      “I’ve not had the pleasure,” he offered a slight bow.

      “It’s an honor, Lord Straffan,” Deborah murmured.

      “Mine as well,” Sarah added.

      “Do you skate, Lord Straffan, or is your interest limited to the equestrian?” Lady Tabitha asked with a teasing girn.

      “I’ve skated, Lady Tabitha,” he assured her. “However, I did not have the foresight to bring any blades.”

      “Not to worry. There are a number of pairs by the lake,” Lady Sarah offered. “One of the servants can help you find a pair.”

      Andrew raised an eyebrow and offered his arm to Tabitha. “Only if you agree to be my partner.”

      Her pulse skipped and she slipped her gloved hand into the crook of his arm. “I’d be delighted.” And so much more.

      “And I promise not to take you down with me if I land on my bum,” he assured her as he led her away from her sisters.

      Tabitha laughed. “And I promise not to do the same to you.”

      “Ah, but if you start to slip, I can easily keep you upright. I would not expect someone as delicate as you to do the same for me.”

      Goodness, she’d not been called delicate since she was a child. Nobody in her family considered her as such and it warmed her a bit that Straffan may view her as such. “I’m not so delicate,” she whispered as if making a confession.

      “Then I’ll expect you to hold me upright as well,” he teased with a wink. “But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
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      Thank God they were among dozens of people or Andrew might have given into the temptation to kiss Lady Tabitha again. She looked absolutely lovely in her dark green coat with white fur and dark curls framing her lovely face.

      The two chose blades and then settled onto a bench and strapped them on with the help of some of Danby’s servants. Once they were secured, Andrew stood and got his footing before assisting Lady Tabitha to her feet and then they made their way to the ice. There were already several people skating about, and a number of them falling. Andrew just prayed he wasn’t among them. It had been years since he’d skated and he didn’t want to make a fool of himself.

      As Lady Tabitha pushed off, he joined her and soon they were skating, side by side, evenly matched as if they’d partnered each several times before. It was a slow skate, very slow, almost as if they were strolling, but just because they were on blades did not mean they needed to hurry.

      “You never did tell me about your family,” Andrew said and glanced around. “How many are relations and how many are guests?”

      Lady Tabitha scanned the groups and pairs. “Out here, today, I’m related to probably seventy-percent either by blood or marriage.”

      Andrew blinked, though he shouldn’t be surprised. He and Patrick had poured over Debretts, and the Whitton relations extended for pages, all leading back to the Duke of Danby. In fact, if one was to consider the various titles connected to the duke, there was a good deal of power at this one castle.

      “What of your family? Do you have siblings?”

      I have a brother who sees ghosts, but Andrew would not tell her that. “I have a younger brother, Patrick, who is married and three younger sisters, Brianna, Caitlin and Rowena.”

      “Do they come to London?” Lady Tabitha asked excitedly.

      “Brianna and Caitlin have enjoyed a few Seasons, but Rowena has not as of yet, though I suspect Mother and Father will bring them to London in the spring.”

      “I do hope I get to meet them.”

      It was unlikely, unless they happened to attend the same functions. As Lady Tabitha hadn’t met them yet, Andrew doubted she ever would. Being the great-niece of the Duke of Danby opened many doors. Few of the same were opened to the Irish, even those with titles.

      The familiar ache that Lady Tabitha would never be his began deep in Andrew’s belly. He’d like nothing better than to take her home, to Ireland, and introduce her to his family. But, as it was not to be, Andrew wouldn’t spend any more thought of what couldn’t be and instead enjoy what time he had at Danby Castle with Lady Tabitha.
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      Lord Straffan had wanted to skate with her, and nobody else, almost as if they were a couple. Oh, if only it could be so.

      In an instant, Tabitha was jerked from her hopeful thoughts as something struck her squarely in the back and she nearly lost her footing. Straffan stiffened and turned just as she did.

      At the edge of the pond Tabitha spied a grinning Sarah, who held a snowball in her hand and was ready to take aim.

      “Don’t you dare,” Tabitha yelled in warning as she pulled her body tight and lowered her head. “You’d better duck. Sarah can throw far and with deadly accuracy.”

      “Is your sister about to start a snowball fight?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Someone usually does,” Tabitha explained, surprised that she hadn’t anticipated this turn of events with so many of her younger cousins outside enjoying the day.

      A moment later snowballs began to fly and several of the girls let out squeals. Those who were skating quickly moved to the shore so that they were not targets out on the ice. “We’d best find cover, or at least begin fashioning snowballs.” Straffan laughed and put himself between Tabitha and the throwers as he pulled her to the edge of the pond.

      The two of them fell onto a bench and kept their heads low as they quickly unstrapped their skates.

      Right before he was about to stand, Straffan gathered a handful of snow and began molding it in to a ball and Tabitha did the same.

      “Head to the tree line for cover,” his tone hushed as he glanced behind them.

      Tabitha eyed the distance. It wasn’t so far, but they’d be left open and in the line of fire as they ran.

      “Are ye ready, lass?” Delight twinkled in his blue eyes.

      “Yes!”

      An instant later Straffan grabbed her gloved hand and the two of them took off running for the trees. As one of the assailant’s took aim at them, Straffan threw his ball, catching her younger cousin in the chest. Tabitha quickly handed him hers. Though she’d thrown a number of snowballs in her life, she didn’t have near the distance or accuracy as Straffan or her sister.

      He turned and aimed at a second attacker, hitting his mark as the two of them continued to run, Straffan’s hand never let go of hers even though they were pelted with snowballs until they found a break in the tall bushes and safety beneath an ancient tree.

      Laughing, Tabitha collapsed against the oak. She hadn’t felt this invigorated in quite some time. Straffan braced his hand against the tree, right above her head, laughing as well as they both tried to catch their breath.

      “Do we engage in war?” Tabitha asked.

      Straffan stared down at her, his smile softening. “I have a better idea.” Then he placed his lips against hers.

      Tabitha nearly sighed as her blood heated.

      “This is unwise,” he said, breaking away.

      It wasn’t as if anyone could see them, and she did have so little time with Straffan before he’d be gone again. “I don’t care,” she muttered before pulling his head back down to hers. Oh, she was far too bold for a miss, but Tabitha didn’t care.

      “You are a temptation, Lady Tabitha. One that I’m not allowed to indulge in.”

      “It’s only a kiss,” she insisted.

      “Which could lead to more kisses.”

      “But I enjoy them.”

      “Aye, as do I,” he nearly groaned.

      “Then kiss me.”

      He stared down at her, his blue eyes darkening. “Normally. I make wise decisions, but with ye, lass…” He didn’t finish his sentence and instead placed his lips against hers again and this time he also wrapped his arms about her, pulling Tabitha close. She clung to his shoulders as Straffan deepened the kiss, warming her inside and out. Goodness, this was even better than before. Did kisses get better each time? And he didn’t stop, kissing her deeper as if he couldn’t get enough. Tabitha grew nearly as breathless as she’d been after running. Behind them, the shouts, cries and laughter of the snowball fight all but faded away.

      “Tabitha! What are you doing?”
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      Andrew jerked away from Lady Tabitha and turned to find her sister, Lady Deborah, staring at them, eyes wide with shock. She was covered in snow as if she hadn’t escaped the battle soon enough.

      Bloody hell! This put Andrew in one hell of a position. How long had she been standing there? What had she seen? Andrew had shut out the world when he kissed Lady Tabitha a second time and continued to indulge himself, wishing that he could have so much more—a lifetime.

      “You aren’t going to tell Uncle Danby, are you?” Lady Tabitha asked in panic. “Or worse, Mother?”

      “That depends.” Lady Deborah’s lips quirked in amusement.

      His gut tightened.

      “Exactly what are your intentions toward my sister?” Her tone was casual but Lady Deborah’s eyes held warning

      Blast! He’d know how to answer if it was Peter Storm standing there, but he wasn’t certain how to deal a younger sister. At least not in this circumstance. It’s not like she were likely to call him out.

      “No intentions,” Lady Tabitha insisted.

      “None?” Lady Deborah pulled back in shock.

      “Danby would be quite cross if he learned,” Lady Tabitha insisted. “We don’t want His Grace disturbed so close to Christmas, do we?”

      Lady Deborah snorted.

      Cross was an understatement. If Danby learned that he’d taken such liberties, Andrew would be lucky not to end up gelded like poor Solomon.

      “I kissed Viscount Straffan. I pulled his head down and made him kiss me.”

      Lady Deborah crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Lady Tabitha, calculation in her eyes. Oh, he knew that look well, as he’d seen it in his own sister’s eyes and it never bode well for the person on the receiving end.

      “What do you want?” Lady Tabitha demanded.

      “Oh, I don’t know…”

      “Deborah,” she warned.

      “I’m thinking,” Lady Deborah snapped. “It’s not like you’ve ever stepped out of line before. I might not get another chance to obtain something I want from you.”

      Apparently Lady Deborah didn’t know that Lady Tabitha made a habit of sneaking away during the morning hours.

      “Anything! You can have anything you want, just don’t tell anyone that you caught me kissing Lord Straffan.”

      Lady Deborah snorted. “I’m quite certain he was kissing you back.”

      It wasn’t like Andrew to get embarrassed about anything, yet his face was heating.

      “I’ve got it!” Lady Deborah announce. “Your pin money for the next three months.”

      “Three months?” Lady Tabitha cried.

      “There is a series of books I wish to purchase and I’ll be able to do so much sooner now.”

      Lady Tabitha gaped at her.

      “It’s either that or I find Peter.”

      Did Lady Tabitha just growl? Her eyes were narrowed on her younger sister as if she’d like to do bodily harm. Again, he’d seen the same looks from his sisters and decided it must be quite normal among siblings.

      “I’d be happy to contribute,” Andrew found himself offering.

      “Oh, no, we couldn’t have that.” Lady Deborah slowly began to smile, still looking at her sister. “It wouldn’t be right to accept anything from a gentleman one was not betrothed too, would it, Tabitha?”

      “No, of course not,” Lady Tabitha bit out.

      “Then we have a deal?” Lady Deborah struck her hand out.

      “Yes.” Lady Tabitha ground out then shook her sister’s hand. “You won’t say a word?”

      “Cross my heart.” She grinned. “Though, I do think we should return inside, don’t you.” Lady Deborah pulled Lady Tabitha to her side and linked their arms then glanced back at Andrew. “Do have a lovely day.”
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      After returning inside, Andrew had gone straight to his chamber where he remained for the night. He had no right to kiss Lady Tabitha as he had. She was not for him, as he well knew, and would be forever grateful that her sister hadn’t breathed a word. Had she, either Storm or Danby would have come to him last night.

      However, as much as he might have enjoyed being in Lady Tabitha’s arms and kissing her in a manner better reserved for an intimate relationship, he’d not kiss her again.

      As sleep eluded him most of the night, Andrew rose with the sun and dressed to venture to the stables. However, he hadn’t expected Lady Tabitha to arrive shortly after he had.

      And when Solomon was brought out, Lady Tabitha nearly lost all color when she realized she’d be upon Solomon alone.

      “Are you ready?” he asked quietly.

      “Would it matter if I wasn’t?” Her green eyes were wide and her breath was shallow. Perhaps it was too soon.

      “We can wait a day,” he offered.

      “I don’t believe that will make a difference.” She gulped.

      “Ye’ll do fine,” he leaned in and whispered. “I’ll not let anythin’ happen to ye. ’Tis my word I give.”

      “That’s what you said yesterday,” she reminded him.

      “And ye survived, did ye not?” he responded with wink.

      “Solomon is the calmest horse we have, Lady Tabitha,” Kemp assured her as Andrew straightened.

      She took a deep breath then gave Andrew a quick nod. He placed his hands about her waist and lifted before she could change her mind, then waited as she situated herself.

      “Are ye comfortable?”

      “As comfortable as anyone can be not riding naturally.” She grasped the saddle to adjust her bottom while taking deep breaths as if she needed to calm herself.

      “I’m just going to mount Epona, and then Kemp will hand you the reins,” Andrew assured her.

      Again, Lady Tabitha gave a stiff nod.

      He wasted no time and soon brought his horse near hers before nodding to Kemp, who handed the reins to Lady Tabitha.

      “I’ll let you take the lead and set the pace.”

      Again, she drew in a breath before she flicked the reins, setting Solomon into motion. Andrew stayed by her left as they walked.

      Instead of talking, they rode in silence as Lady Tabitha concentrated and Andrew studied her. The color slowly returned to her cheeks and her breath was back to normal. He’d be willing to bet that she was no longer shaking.

      “How do ye feel?

      “Like I’ve done this since birth.”

      “Ye have,” he reminded her. “Minus a few years in the middle.”

      “I’d forgotten how wonderful it could be.” She flicked the reins again and Solomon began to trot. A smile pulled at her lips.

      “Faster?” he asked.

      Lady Tabitha bit the corner of her lip and nodded, her eyes bright with merriment, much as they had been yesterday after they’d run the gauntlet to escape the flying snowballs. Oh, to be able to witness that happiness every day would be a joy indeed.

      As she nearly had Solomon at a gallop, Andrew matched their pace and once again glanced over to gauge Lady Tabitha’s emotion, only to note the tears on her cheeks, but he wasn’t worried because Lady Tabitha was smiling even brighter than before.

      After riding for a bit, she turned toward the direction of the stables and slowed Solomon. Andrew’s heart grew heavy in his chest at the brilliant smile on her beautiful face. Oh, if she could be his, then life would be perfect, indeed.

      As she slowed to a stop and looked up at him, a wealth of emotion showed in her damp, green eyes.

      “Thank you, Lord Straffan. I’ll never be able to thank you enough for all that you’ve done for me.”

      “It’s been my pleasure, Lady Tabitha.”

      Far more than just his pleasure, but that was something he could never admit to anyone and then he reached over and took her hand. “And, my name is Andrew. We’ve gone beyond acquaintances.”

      “Tabitha,” her cheeks colored slightly and it was all he could do to keep from leaning toward her and capturing her lips once again. Andrew nearly did, only to be stopped by the sound of a horse running toward them. In an instant, Tabitha straightened and clutched the reins as if she were holding on for her life.

      “Kemp told me that you were riding, on your own,” Peter called as he neared. “I had to see it for myself.”

      If Andrew were able, he’d will Peter back to the stables and have the magical moment with Tabitha back again. Instead he answered. “Not only that, but she let the horse run.”

      Peter grinned. “Does that mean you are up for a bit of a race?”

      Tabitha laughed. “I’m not certain I’m ready for that, but there is no reason why we must trot all the way back to the stables.” Then, without warning, she set Solomon to a gallop, leaving Andrew and Peter to catch her.

      Laughter carried on the wind and Andrew couldn’t help but match her happiness.

      “Shall we ride tomorrow?” she asked excitedly after they dismounted. “I’d like to take a faster horse, if that is possible.”

      “It’s Christmas morning,” Andrew reminded her.

      “That does not mean we cannot ride,” she insisted.

      “Then it will be my honor to join you.” He would ride with her anytime she wished.
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      Tabitha turned in front of the mirror. Her pale green ball gown billowing about her ankles. She’d not been so excited for a ball since…well, ever. Tonight she’d waltz with Andrew, even if she had to ask him herself. It would be bold to do so, but not as bold as insisting on more kisses.

      Two bright spots appeared on her cheeks as her face heated. Goodness, what must he think of her. She had not behaved at all the way a well-bred miss should, yet with Andrew, she simply couldn’t help herself.

      “Tabitha, do come along,” Sarah cried from the entry. “We are going to miss all of the fun.”

      That was unlikely since the ball had only just begun. However, as Sarah had never attended a ball before, she was overly excited.

      “Oh, bother!” Her sister blew out a breath. “Why are you and Deborah taking so long? I don’t want to wait and go down with Mother. She’ll never let me be free of her.”

      At least Sarah made an excuse that Tabitha sympathized with. She’d spent far too many balls practically glued to her mother’s side as she decided whom Tabitha or her sisters could dance with.

      “Tabitha,” Sarah whined.

      “Oh, very well.” She picked her fan up from the bed, then checked her appearance one last time.

      “Come on,” Sarah urged.

      “Coming, Dear,” she responded and followed Sarah down to the ballroom, where her sister finally paused to take in the sight. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      The servants had certainly outdone themselves with the decorations of greenery and ribbons. There was even mistletoe in several doorways and alcoves, though Tabitha found it difficult to believe that Danby would order such and she couldn’t remember if there had been any last year.

      “There’s even an orchestra!”

      “Of course there is an orchestra. This is a ball, after all.” Then Tabitha leaned close to her sister. “You may wish to temper your excitement or others may believe you still belong in the schoolroom.”

      At that, Sarah straightened and carefully schooled her features. “We mustn’t have that.”

      Tabitha laughed as they stepped into the grand room beginning to fill with relatives and guests of Danby.
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      Andrew couldn’t recall if he’d ever looked forward to a ball before. He had enjoyed the entertainment when younger, and he had a duty, which forced him to attend on occasion when older, but he couldn’t recall actually looking forward to such an event. Then again, he’d not met Lady Tabitha and was confident that she’d be in attendance as well.

      After checking his appearance one last time, Andrew headed to the ballroom, anxious to find the woman who had captivated him for nearly a year. The one he’d be denied. However, it was Christmas Eve and perhaps he could believe, at least for tonight, that miracles could happen. However, if Andrew truly believed in miracles, he’d approach Danby and request permission to court Tabitha. As he already knew the answer, Andrew wasn’t about to ruin a promising evening.

      As he paused at the entrance, Andrew gazed down at the throng of people milling about until he located Tabitha. She stood not far away, clothed in a lovely green gown that complimented her emerald eyes. Her chestnut curls shone in the candlelight and color was high in her cheeks. However, during the few moments Andrew stood admiring her, a number of gentlemen approached and requested her dance card. If he didn’t make his way to her side immediately, he might not gain the waltz he coveted.

      Andrew crossed and took his place behind the last gentleman, wishing he could simply push the rest out of the way and claim Tabitha as he own.

      “You should request a dance from my sister, Lady Sarah, instead,” Andrew overheard her say.

      Was Tabitha declining requests? Would she deny his?

      As the gentleman moved on, he finally stood before her. “Lady Tabitha, might I pencil my name beside a dance.”

      Her cheeks brightened as she held it up to him. Andrew glanced at the blank card and frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “I didn’t wish to accept any until I knew if you’d ask.” The hue of her cheeks grew darker. “I wished for you to have the first choice.”

      His eyes met hers, touched by the honor she’d bestowed upon him, then penciled his name in beside the supper dance to ensure that he’d have her company throughout the meal. And, as he was already being bold, he chose a second waltz for later in the evening. “I look forward to later.”

      “As do I.”
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      Goodness, she had taken a risk in waiting until Andrew approached when she had not been certain that he would. He could have also requested a simple country dance, which in itself would have been devastating since she’d longed to waltz with him. But, he’d chosen the one she’d hoped to save for him and him alone and then chosen another. Both were waltzes.

      The grin came to her lips as soon as he moved on, and she’d didn’t even try to hide it. Giddiness that she’d be dancing with Andrew not once but twice bubbled inside and Tabitha didn’t care if she danced with anyone else.

      “What has you in such a fine mood,” Peter asked as he approached.

      “I enjoy balls,” Tabitha answered.

      “Nearly all of my dances have been claimed,” Sarah quietly exclaimed with excitement.

      Peter indulged his youngest sister with a smile. “And what of you, Tabitha? Have all of yours been claimed?”

      Sarah snorted. “She sent them all away.” Then her eyes danced with merriment as the corner of her mouth tipped up. “All but one, that is.”

      Peter pulled Tabitha’s dance card from her fingers to look at it. “You rejected everyone else?”

      Tabitha shrugged. “I wasn’t interested.” It wasn’t a lie because she had no desire to dance with anyone else.

      “You have to dance with others,” he warned quietly.

      “Why?”

      “You shouldn’t make your interest so obvious,” he began to explain. “Besides, Mother will grow anxious.”

      “This is the one time she can’t accept or deny on my behalf,” Tabitha pointed out.

      “Do you want peace for the evening?” her brother countered. “What of Danby? Do you want him focused on you as well? If he witnesses you giving other bachelors consideration he may not be so quick to meddle in your life. Well, at least not any more than he has already.”

      Tabitha bit the corner of her lip. She hadn’t considered that possibility. Danby was the last person she wished to have focused on her. “I may have already turned everyone away.”

      Peter straightened and glanced about the ballroom. “I’ll be back and no matter who approaches, accept a dance.”

      “Even Lymington?” she groaned.

      Peter laughed. “As you’ve already expressed your distasted and disinterest, you may deny his request, but you can’t do so for every bachelor save Straffan.”

      “Very well,” Tabitha blew out a sigh. At least the others would help pass the time until she could be in Andrew’s arms.
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      Had Tabitha not saved dances for him, Andrew would be concerned with who she did choose to partner. First it was Mr. Theophilos Jardine, then the Earl of Halesworth, followed by Mr. Simon Nicols, then Lord Holbrooke, and finally Lord Elston, though Elston didn’t give Andrew much concern as he and Tabitha were cousins…

      Andrew narrowed his eyes. They might be cousins, but they were fairly removed…third cousins?

      Hadn’t Elston stated that Tabitha was his favorite Storm? Was this something that should be a concern?

      In truth, Andrew’s time spent with Tabitha had only been in the morning and he had made himself scarce the rest of the time, with the exception of skating yesterday. Had Elston been courting her?

      Not possible!

      Andrew shook the thoughts from his mind. Tabitha had turned down all requests before he’d arrived. If her heart had been with Elston, she would have waited for him. And, as she had not, Andrew decided to settled on the idea that they two were friendly, cousins and appeared to like each other well enough, with no romantic interest on either part.

      “Will she be ready?”

      Danby’s voice coming from behind nearly made Andrew jump. Instead, he slowly turned and executed a half bow.

      “Well, will she?” His Grace demanded.

      “I am assuming you are asking about the hunt, Your Grace?”

      “Of course, I mean the hunt.” The duke thumped his cane.

      “She should be ready.”

      “Should isn’t good enough.”

      “Nor am I a miracle worker,” Andrew countered, surprised that he was actually standing up to the Duke of Danby and then reminded himself what was really at stake. Since he’d never be granted the lady, at least he could still earn the land. “She rode Solomon on her own today and asked for a faster horse tomorrow.”

      Andrew nearly blinked at the rare smile that came to Danby’s face. Though he couldn’t comprehend why Tabitha riding a horse again was so important, at least His Grace was pleased, which would assist in negotiating purchase of the estate.

      As the music ended, Andrew realized that it was now time for the supper dance. The one moment he’d been waiting for the entire night. He glanced across the ballroom to note that Tabitha had been returned to her brother and now stood waiting for him. Their eyes met.

      “If you will excuse me, Your Grace.”

      Andrew didn’t wait to be dismissed, but walked away. Not even the powerful Duke of Danby was going to keep Andrew from waltzing with Tabitha.
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      Though Tabitha had caught glimpses of Andrew as she danced, she’d been denied the opportunity to observe his first entrance into the ballroom because others had surrounded her. As she glanced him standing with Danby, he turned, focused on her and Tabitha’s blood heated and there were the queerest sensations in her lower belly as her breasts tightened. Goodness what had overcome her?

      Tonight he was dressed in formal attire in dark grey long trousers and a black double-breasted coat with the claw-hammer tails in contrast to a sapphire waistcoat and snowy white shirt and cravat. His blue eyes were dark, intense. In fact, Andrew was not smiling as he stalked toward her with determination. His jaw tight, cheekbones high and pronounced, and every strand of his auburn hair in place.

      His masculine beauty nearly stole her breath as he claimed her for their waltz. Claim indeed! Oh, if only it were so. Tabitha would gladly let Andrew lay claim to her for all of eternity.

      Tabitha took his offered arm to be led to the center of the dance floor. As the music struck, he pulled her close, though keeping the proper distance, and swept her from one end of the floor to the other as they stared into each other’s eyes. They didn’t need to look where they were going, and Tabitha was secure that Andrew would not steer her into anyone else. Nor did they talk, but she couldn’t help but feel as if they’d spoken a thousand words as she memorized each and every detail of his face and how it felt to be in his arms, the strength of his hand at the small of her back and the secure hold on her hand. She’d never danced with a gentleman who exuded the grace of Andrew, or felt as if she’d become a part of him and that they were one.

      As the music came to an end and he slowed the steps, Tabitha took a few moments in an attempt to catch her breath.

      Only then did he smile. “It was my honor to share this waltz with you, Tabitha,” he whispered.”

      “My honor as well, Andrew.”

      He offered his arm. “Shall we go into supper?”

      “Yes, please,” she answered, though she wasn’t the least bit hungry.

      After finding a seat, Andrew went to retrieve plates for the two of them and Tabitha hoped that nobody would join them. Unfortunately, Neither Sarah nor Peter read her mind as they took the two remaining chairs at the small table.

      “Where are your dance partners?” Tabitha asked.

      “Neither one of us participated in the last waltz,” Peter shrugged.

      It was all Tabitha could do not to ask them to go somewhere else, but she didn’t wish for Peter to question her reasons.

      A moment later, Andrew returned and Peter left to fill plates for him and Sarah.

      “You dance divinely, Lord Straffan,” Sarah gushed.

      Her sister really did need to learn to school her features and her words. It was something they’d need to work on before spring or the gentlemen would only view Sarah as another silly miss fresh from the schoolroom.

      Luckily, Peter kept up a conversation with Andrew, mostly focused on horse racing and Tabitha certainly hoped that if he were sitting with ladies who were not his sisters, Peter would have talked of something else. However, Andrew was equally involved in the discussion for upcoming circuits to renew in the spring.

      Then Andrew turned to her. “However, this year, I might see where the ladies may be competing.”

      Tabitha’s face heated. “I didn’t know gentlemen were allowed to attend such events.”

      “Sometimes they are, sometimes not. I’m to understand that the ladies who hold events make the decisions for themselves.”

      “In that case, perhaps I can prevail upon my brother to escort me.”

      Andrew’s blue eyes looked deeply into hers. “As long as you can compete. And, if I would be so lucky to be in attendance, my money would be on you, Lady Tabitha.”

      Goodness! With the way he looked at her, and the low timber of his voice, heat sliced through her body. She lifted her glass of punch and drained the contents hoping it would cool her.

      “Would you care to take a turn about the room, or perhaps a walk outside before the dancing renews.”

      “Yes,” she breathed out. Hopefully they did find their way outside so that she could cool her skin.
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      It wasn’t well done of him and Storm to discuss the racing circuit in front of Tabitha and her sister, but anything on Andrew’s mind could not be voiced. The entire time he’d waltzed with Tabitha it was all he could do not to dance right out of the room where they could be alone and he could kiss her senseless. In the past, he’d been the one to pull back and she pursued. Andrew was no longer fighting the attraction or concerned with what was right or wrong. He wanted Lady Tabitha Storm.

      The waltz had only confirmed that they were perfect for one another. There was not one moment of awkwardness as she followed and flowed with him as if they were one being. If the waltz could be so perfect, then intimacy would be beyond his imagination. Never had the desire been so strong to hold a woman, kiss her and take her away to his chamber where he might divest her of all clothing and be truly intimate. He wanted to kiss her everywhere and let his fingers slide along her silky skin, listen to her bated breaths each time he gave her pleasure and wondered if she’d cry out his name as they joined.

      Yes, a walk outside in the cold air was something he definitely needed because if he didn’t get this thoughts under control, everyone in attendance would know exactly what was on his mind.

      As they returned to the ballroom, Andrew asked a servant to retrieve Lady Tabitha’s cloak. As lovely as her gown was, and as beautiful as she’d been in the moonlight with the snow and castle as a backdrop, he did not wish for her to become chilled.

      “My mother expects me to attend her in the morning,” Tabitha stated as they waited.

      “Does this mean we will not ride?” His heart sank. He’d come to look forward to their early morning visits.

      “It is our family tradition to attend church, and being at Danby Castle is no exception.”

      “Perhaps when you return?” If Danby needed her to be ready for the hunt, then they must ride at one point tomorrow or she’d be too skittish. Tabitha hadn’t even taken a jump yet, though he wasn’t certain any would be required.

      “That will depend on if I can get away from her,” Tabitha explained. “With the guests and feasting, I’m not certain it will be possible.”

      At least she was as disappointed as he was.

      “If I can manage it, I’ll be certain to let you know.”

      And with that one statement, Andrew knew that he’d not be hiding in his chamber, but in the common rooms, and most likely, whichever one Tabitha happened to inhabit. And if she managed to escape to the stables, so would he.

      “Your cloak, Lady Tabitha,” a maid announced as she came forward.

      “Thank you,” Tabitha murmured as Andrew took it and assist her in putting it on before offering his arm. “Shall we adjourn outside?”

      Her smile was bright. “Yes, please.”
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      Was there anything more romantic than walking in a snow-covered garden beneath the moonlight with Andrew?

      Tabitha nearly sighed.

      What made it even better was that nobody else was out here.

      “’Tis beautiful,” Andrew murmured.

      Tabitha looked up at what seemed like millions of diamonds sparkling against the dark sky.

      “Yes, it is.” She glanced at her companion but Andrew wasn’t looking at the sky. Instead he was focused on her and Tabitha’s pulse gave a little skip.

      “It’s been an honor to come to know ye, Tabitha.” His blue eyes stared into hers.

      She would like to claim that the honor was all hers, but her feelings were so much deeper, so much a part of her being that she might be quite empty, a shell of herself, when they parted. Oh, why did they have to part at all? “I looked for you,” she confessed.

      “When? Where?” His questions were of a curious nature, not so much a demand.

      “In London.” Then she turned to face him. “After I saw you ride, you were the reason I returned, hopeful to catch a glimpse of you again.”

      Andrew lifted her hand and placed a kiss against the inside of her wrist. “And, I looked for ye.”

      Oh, she had hoped it was true.

      “I waited to catch sigh of you at a ball, or the theatre, or any manner of entertainment, but you never appeared.” She glanced away. “I was beginning to believe you were a ghost or a figment of my imagination.”

      He chuckled. “Do you believe in ghosts, Tabitha?”

      That is what he wished to know after she’d made such a confession?

      “Well, do you?”

      “Why, yes. Don’t you?”

      He linked her arm with his and moved further into the gardens. “Have ye ever encountered one? Seen one perhaps?”

      “I don’t believe so.”

      “Yet, ye still believe in them.” He chuckled again as if the idea was ridiculous and Tabitha didn’t like this turn in the conversation. She’d made a confession and he was asking about ghosts!

      “Just because I cannot see something doesn’t mean it does not exist,” she defended.

      “What if I were to tell you that I know someone who can actually see ghosts.”

      Tabitha’s eyes widened and she stared up at him. “Are you teasing me?”

      “Oh, I wish I were.” Andrew shook his head. “My brother sees ghosts.”

      Tabitha wasn’t certain if she should be awed or frightened. “All the time?”

      “If one is present, Patrick will see it.”

      “Goodness, such a frightening way to live.”

      “That is why Patrick was grateful that I received the summons instead himself. Since the Danby Castle is so old, he assumed it would be filled to the brim with them.”

      Tabitha chuckled. “I don’t believe there are any here.” She glanced back. “Do you think Danby would allow any to remain? No doubt he’d order them to move on.”

      “’Tis a sight I’d like ta see.” Andrew matched her laughter. “Danby with his cane, threatening ghosts to do his bidding.”

      Tears came to Tabitha’s eyes as she laughed harder at the image in her mind. “And threatening to marry them off to unsuitable spirits so they were destined to be miserable for all of eternity if they didn’t vacate posthaste.”

      “They probably ran off the minute he became the duke or their spirits left their body.”

      “If I were a ghost, I most certainly would,” Tabitha agreed.

      As she glanced into Andrew’s eyes, their laughter died. Oh, she’d hoped he had brought her out to kiss her again, but that didn’t appear to be his intention at all. Then she noted something else. Not that she hadn’t noticed before, but it’s something she hadn’t thought about unless they were with others. “Why do you do that?”

      His light eyebrows drew together over his blue eyes.

      “Your manner of speech,” Tabitha clarified. “When you are with the horses, in the stable and with me, you’re very much the Irish gentleman with your ye, tis, yerself, himself and lass. But I hear none of that with anyone else.”

      Andrew simply blinked at her.

      “At the ball, when speaking with my brother, you sounded like every other English gentleman.”

      “I don’t wish to offend and try to guard my Irish tongue when with others.” He glanced down as if ashamed. “I had not realized I’d slipped so often.”

      “Slipped?” she asked in confusion. “By not hiding who you are?”

      Andrew looked her in the eye. “Surely you understand the English think themselves better than the Irish. As I wish to be taken seriously, I must eliminate all evidence of my heritage when in English society.”

      This time it was her turn to blink. “You would be thought less of a gentleman?” Is that what he was saying?

      “Beneath them.” His blue eyes looked deeply into Tabitha’s. “Beneath you.”

      “Of all the ridiculous…” Oh, she didn’t even have the words for the idiotic notions of people sometimes.

      “You know how the English feel about the Irish,” he whispered.

      At that, Tabitha rolled her eyes. “I prefer it when you speak as you are.” Not that she’d admit that his words and inflections warmed her as a cup of chocolate on a cold morning. In fact, every part of Andrew warmed her to her toes.

      “Yer blushing, Lass,” he whispered. And Tabitha’s face burned hotter.

      “I rather like it when you call me lass, and I adore your Irish lilt.”

      Andrew laughed. “You might be the only one.”

      “Then the rest of them are fools.” Tabitha argued. “And what is wrong with being Irish? And how dreary the world would be if we were all alike.”

      “On that, we are in complete agreement, but while I am at Danby Castle, I will continue to speak as all other English gentlemen.”

      “Oh bother, who cares about them?”

      “I do,” Andrew said a moment later in all seriousness.

      “And I am sorry for that and I dearly hope nobody has treated you poorly.”

      “I assure you, all have been kind.”

      Sometimes she just didn’t understand people. Why did it matter where a person was from if they had kindness in their heart and warmth in their soul?
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      Tabitha just might be the only English woman who didn’t give a fig about him being Irish, which made it all the more difficult not to pursue her.

      “Ye might be the only one that feels as ye do. Even yer mother preferred you to be matched to Lymington.” Just saying the gentleman’s name caused irritation.

      “Oh, I assure you that it has nothing to do with Lymington.”

      Though not titled, Lymington was still wealthy, landed and English.

      “If your grand stables were located where Lymington resides, Mother would have been doing everything in her power to see that you were matched to one of her daughters.” Then she frowned. “However, she’d never approve because you’ll inherit and return to Ireland, which she could not tolerate,” Tabitha continued. “She’d not have her daughters live so far from her.”

      As her words sank in, Andrew focused on Tabitha. “Are you saying your mother’s preference for the husbands is determined solely on the location of their estate?”

      “Home,” she corrected. “Mother doesn’t care if it’s a tenant farmer’s cottage or a grand castle such as Danby, as long as that home is in York.”

      Tenant’s cottage? Certainly she wasn’t serious. Tabitha was the daughter of an Earl. Her brother now held that title, and despite what the dowager wanted, Kinley would never allow his sister to marry so far beneath her.

      “Ask Peter,” Tabitha insisted. “If given a choice, my mother would choose a local tenant farmer over a duke living somewhere else in England.”

      “I assume you are not of the same mind, or was it simply Lymington you objected to?” He wanted to know if Tabitha desired to be as close to her family as her mother wished her to be. Not that it should matter since Tabitha would never be his, but for tonight, and the magic of Christmas, Andrew was allowing himself to perhaps dream that nothing stood in the way of having the woman he was falling in love with.

      “I do not wish to remain in York my entire life, and even if I were to settle there, I’d still long to visit other places. There is an amazing world outside of the few corners I’ve been allowed to visit.”

      Unfortunately, he was not in a position to travel, but perhaps Tabitha would be content visiting Ireland and Scotland.

      “My older sister is now in Barbados. She sailed as a traveling companion to Lady Whitley, and will remain with my brother, Samuel, until she returns with Nathaniel in February.”

      There was a wistfulness to Tabitha’s tone as if she wished it were her and not her sister.

      “I was irritated and jealous when Danby chose Hannah over me for the adventure, but no longer.”

      “Why is that,” Andrew asked out of curiosity.

      A shy smile came to her lips as she looked up at him. “Because had I gone to Barbados, I might not have ever actually met you, and continued to search for you in London come spring.”

      Her words warmed him to the core. “I am equally as grateful that Danby chose Lady Hannah over you.”

      Her green eyes met his, darkening with questions, or perhaps desire, and Andrew pulled her close, unwilling to fight the desire to kiss her again. As he bent toward her, Tabitha tilted her face so that her lips could meet his and snaked her arms around this shoulders as if to keep him in place so that he could not draw away.

      The minute their lips touched, desire ignited within, as it always did, and he was overcome with a powerful need to have her close, as close as any two people could be. Unfortunately, her cloak created too thick of a barrier for Andrew to fully enjoy her body pressed against his, which was probably for the best. It had been difficult enough to concentrate on the waltz when she wore such a delicate ball gown. Had he been able to hold her like this, without winter clothing in the way, he’d be able to caress every curve.

      Though ill-advised, Andrew slipped his hands within the folds of her cloak so that his hands could skim her narrow back from her hips to her shoulders, pulling her closer until she was against him. Her breasts pressed against his chest and her belly against his desire.

      Danby, and quite possibly, Storm may shoot him on the spot for taking such liberties if they were caught, but at that moment, Andrew didn’t care. The woman he loved was in his arms and it might be the last time he’d ever have this opportunity.

      Further, Tabitha offered no objection and pressed against him as much as he pulled her close, her fingers in his hair, holding him to her as she allowed him to deepen the kiss, matching her passion with his. Thank God they were standing in the gardens and that it was the middle of winter, or he might give in further and carry her somewhere private where the wo of them could fully enjoy the passion they shared. But, they weren’t in a private setting and anyone could come upon that at any moment, just as Lady Deborah had done earlier.

      With those thoughts, Andrew pulled away. He had no wish to defend himself against Danby or any one of Tabitha’s relatives. She might not care that he was Irish, but most certainly everyone else held a different opinion.

      As he broke the kiss, Tabitha looked up at him and sighed, a satisfied smile upon her lips. Oh, if only he could fully satisfy her in a way that only a man can satisfy a woman, but it would never come to be.

      “We should probably return inside,” he finally said.

      “If we must.” At least she sounded as disappointed as he did. “Though I wish we could remain here and not be bothered with others.”

      He chuckled. “I’ve never been much for balls and usually prefer horses and warm stables to a crowded ballroom.”

      “Right now I’d prefer the stables as well,” she sighed, then smiled. “It was silly of me to let my fear overcome something that I’d loved my entire life. As a child and before the accident, a day didn’t go by that I wasn’t riding or with the horses. Thank you for returning that to me. For helping me regain something so precious that I’d lost.”

      Andrew linked her arm with his. “It has been my pleasure, and I do mean that from the bottom of my heart.”

      “It’s a shame that we won’t be able to ride tomorrow.”

      “There is always the day after,” Andrew assured her and then remembered the hunt. He should tell her. He owed it to Tabitha to warn her of what Danby had planned. Yet, if Danby learned, Andrew might lose the estate.

      As the decision of telling her and withholding the information churned in his mind another thought occurred to him—what if she let herself worry about it from now until then. She might talk herself right out of riding and he’d be back at the beginning. Though the idea of remaining at Danby castle and working with her longer was not a deterrent, Andrew knew that it would be best for Tabitha if she wasn’t left with time to think about the hunt. He vowed to be by her side every moment that they rode.
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      Christmas Day, though festive, had been a disappointment. Tabitha had such hope for spending further time with Andrew as the family and guests came together to celebrate with continuous entertainments and gatherings but it was as if the world stood between them. So often she’d seen Andrew nod toward her and begin to cross the room intent on her direction only to be interrupted by someone who wished to speak with him. When she was free and wished to go to him, someone interrupted her progress with a question or conversation. It became quite irritating and by the time the Christmas pudding was set aflame, she was quite done with her family.

      Her final opportunity to speak to Andrew had come when the gentlemen joined the ladies following their port, except the chant she’d overheard took precedence in her mind. There was to be a hunt tomorrow?

      Of course! Danby always held a fox hunt the day after Christmas, yet Tabitha had quite forgotten. Given that was all anyone would speak of, and because it was growing late, she had retired to her room. As the sun rose, she woke as was her habit but had half a mind to remain there the rest of the morning. She couldn’t ride with Andrew today because too many others would be out since the hunt was to take place immediately following breakfast. Though, she supposed she and Andrew could ride before, since they usually met before anyone else was up. But, did she wish to be caught out and about with Andrew as the others came to retrieve their horses?

      Yet, if Andrew were going to enjoy the hunt, which Tabitha was certain he would, then he’d not wish to take Epona out when she’d get her exercise later.

      Tabitha bit the corner of her lip as she tried to decide what to do when there was a light tapping at her door.

      Who the blazes wished to see her so early. Most of the castle should still be asleep as they usually were when she left her chamber at this time.

      Scrambling out of bed, Tabitha grabbed her wrapper and rushed to the door. On the other side stood a maid who was holding a large box.

      Tabitha opened the door wider and let her in.

      “This is from His Grace,” she bobbed a curtsey. “The note is from Lord Straffan.”

      Tabitha took the note and the box, staring at them in confusion. The maid bobbed another curtsey and left Tabitha alone. After closing the door, she placed the box upon the bed then reached for the note from Andrew.

      
        
        Tabitha,

        I have complete faith that you will shine as the morning sun and capture the attention of all that view you. Please, do not fear what is to come and I promise to be by your side for the duration of the hunt.

        Andrew

        

      

      Immediately her heart began to pound a fierce tattoo as her hands began to shake. She couldn’t participate in a fox hunt. She’d only just ridden for the first time in years. Andrew was mad to think she’d even consider attempting to do such a thing.

      Well, she’d certainly advise him that she’d not be participating.

      Setting the missive aside, she reached for the box from Danby. Tabitha couldn’t recall her great-uncle ever giving her a gift. He’d promised her a horse once, but as Tabitha had failed in earning it, he’d not offered anything since. As she bit the corner of her lip, Tabitha lifted the lid and then sucked in a breath. At first she saw only red. Then she ran her hands over the softest wool she’d ever encountered. Turmoil bubbled in her belly as she realized that not only Andrew expected her to participate in the hunt but Danby as well.

      Slowly she withdrew the material, hoping she was wrong, but her fear was confirmed once she held up the beautiful, soft, scarlet riding habit trimmed in black velvet.

      How long had Andrew known that Tabitha was to ride in the hunt? Certainly he knew before this morning or he wouldn’t have sent the note. The question was, how long had he kept it a secret from her? Further, could she even trust him? What else was Andrew keeping from her?

      The more and more Tabitha thought about it, the angrier she became. It was one matter to have Danby manipulating her life, it was quite another for Andrew to participate, earning her trust, kissing her senseless, and all the while withholding the truth.

      With a huff, she tossed the riding habit back on the bed. It would serve them both right if she just returned to bed for the day and claimed a headache or other illness and they could enjoy the hunt without her.

      Tabitha wandered to the window and looked out at the snow-covered landscape, not feeling nearly as angry as she wished to be. By inviting Andrew to the Castle, Danby had returned something to her that she’d lost. She knew that Andrew was here on business, but she’d been returned to her passion as well. Except, Andrew never did say what kind of business he had with Danby. Had Danby hired him to get her back on a horse and the rest was a ruse?

      Oh, why couldn’t she hold onto this anger of betrayal and manipulation? Just because she’d been set free somehow, when she hadn’t even realized she was chained, didn’t make what either of them had done right.
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      As soon as Danby had informed him that he’d ordered a riding habit be fashioned for Tabitha, Andrew arranged for a note to be delivered to her. He prayed it gave her ease, but feared the opposite reaction. Once Tabitha read it, then she would know that he had previous knowledge of Danby’s plans, and he wasn’t certain what her reaction would be.

      Of course, their affection for each other could not continue once they parted, but Andrew had hoped that for however long he was required to remain at Danby Castle it would also be spent in the company of Tabitha. After this morning, she might not wish to speak with him ever again.

      For once, he lingered over breakfast, waiting for her to appear. Only then would he know how angry she might be.

      However, it wasn’t Tabitha who entered next but Jonathan Yeardley, the Earl of Halesworth, and Andrew found himself smiling. They’d known each other since they shared a chamber at Eton. It was Halesworth, and his best friend, Simon Nichols, who worked with him after they were supposed to turn in for the night to help rid Andrew of his Irish accent. They both knew, even as boys, that Andrew would continue to suffer ridicule as long as he didn’t speak with the proper English tones and inflections. By the time their second term came around, nobody would have ever known Andrew was Irish and he owed that success all to Halesworth and Nichols.

      Andrew hadn’t even been aware that Halesworth had been invited until he saw him at a gathering a few days ago, but had been unable to speak with him. The castle was so crowded that sometimes it was damned near impossible to have a conversation without interruption. Hadn’t he spent the entire day yesterday trying to speak with Tabitha?

      “Good morning, Straffan,” Halesworth greeted as he took the seat next to him.

      “It’s good to see you, Halesworth.”

      “Am I to take it that the animosity between your family and Danby has come to an end?”

      Andrew nearly snorted. “That has yet to be determined.” Halesworth was one of only a few people who knew about the break in the decade’s-long friendship between Danby and Andrew’s grandfather. It had been during their third year, after Andrew had been home on holiday and was informed that neither the Duke of Danby, nor the Whitton name, was ever to be mentioned in the house again.

      “Did you ever learn why your father and grandfather came to hate him?” Halesworth whispered.

      “My father refused to discuss it and I haven’t bothered to ask His Grace.” Perhaps he should ask Danby when they finally negotiated purchase of the estate. “Though Danby did invite me here to discuss purchase of the land.”

      It was odd, after years of sharing a room at Eton, and vowing a friendship, Andrew and Halesworth had grown distant. Not intentionally, but because Andrew had his hands full with the stud farms and Halesworth was spending every waking hour trying to salvage what he could of the earldom. At least that is what Andrew assumed. Further, while they were close friends at one time and Halesworth knew more about him than most people, it was Simon Nichols who had always been Halesworth’s closest friend.

      “You always believed that the land was the root of their hostility,” Halesworth observed.

      “A piece of land and a few horses should not cause such hatred though.”

      “True, but hopefully you’ll leave here with what your family always wanted.”

      If he succeeded in getting Tabitha to ride in the hunt, but as she’d not yet appeared in the breakfast room, Andrew feared she might hide away in her chamber for the remainder of the morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Tabitha clenched and unclenched her fists as she made her way to the stables for the hunt. As much as she wished to thumb her nose at Danby and Andrew, on reflection, she realized that she not only needed to prove something to them, but to herself as well. There was a comfort in knowing that Andrew would remain at her side, but that didn’t mean she was any less angry with him. He’d kept a secret that involved her and for that he’d need to explain himself. Tabitha also knew that once she rode in the hunt, there would be nothing to keep her from riding whenever she wished, alone or with others. No longer would she be crippled with fear.

      Few had arrived at the stables and Tabitha had intentionally come out here early to calm her nerves. However, she hadn’t expected to come upon Andrew leading Epona into the stable yard.

      Their eyes met and he came toward her.

      Tabitha drew in a breath and lifted her chin.

      “How are you faring this morning?” His tone was more of caution than a polite greeting.

      “That would depend on to what you refer.” Her tone was clipped and cold so that Andrew could not misinterpret any response as friendly.

      Oh, why did a gentleman who kissed so divinely need to be devious as well.

      “The hunt,” Andrew confirmed.

      “So, it isn’t the secrets or possible betrayal that concerns you?”

      His sigh was heavy as he pushed his fingers through his hair. At least Andrew was aware that he’d wronged her. “I had no intention of betraying you.”

      “Keeping me in the dark as to my great-uncle’s plans is certainly a betrayal,” Tabitha argued.

      “I did not see it in the same manner,” he defended calmly.

      “Keeping a secret that involves me is most certainly a betrayal.” Warming to her anger, Tabitha took a step forward. “You asked me to trust you and all the while you were preparing me for this without even a hint of warning. That, Viscount Straffan, is betrayal.”

      For a moment all he did was stare at her and Tabitha wasn’t certain if it was regret, pain or maybe understanding in his light blue eyes.

      “What would have been yer reaction had ye known, Tabitha?” His tone, calm and warm, irritated her to no end. Why wasn’t he arguing with her or at least raising his voice to match hers?

      “That depends. When could you have told me? How long have you known?”

      Again, he blew out a sigh. “The day of the snowball fight. That is when Danby informed me.”

      Her mouth popped open. “That was three days ago and you couldn’t find a way to work it into the conversation…perhaps when we were skating, or at the ball, when we walked outside and you decided to ask if I believed in ghosts?”

      He winced. “Danby ordered me not to say a word.”

      “Ordered?” How dare her great-uncle order anyone to keep a secret?

      “Aye, and with further consideration, I decided it was best that ye didn’t know.”

      How dare he? “You decided? That was my decision. Not yours and not Danby’s.”

      “Very well, had I told ye when I learned, what would ye have done?”

      Tabitha blinked at him. What would she have done?

      “Ye would have talked yerself out of it.” Andrew answered for her.

      At that, Tabitha glared him. She hated that he was right. Had she been given any warning, she would have hidden away in her room and waited for everyone to be gone before she got on a horse again.

      “I shouldn’t have kept the secret, but in this case, I also believe I was right to do so.”

      Oh, she wanted to remain angry at Andrew, but he did know her, at least her response to all things equestrian.

      “Please, forgive me.” Andrew reached out and took both of her hands.

      Tabitha stared up into his blue eyes and her anger began to ease. Danby had ordered him, and most people did not disobey His Grace, especially if they were not a relation.

      After a moment, Tabitha blew out a sigh. “I’m still quite vexed with you.”

      “I will make it up to you. Somehow. Just say the word.”

      Tabitha tilted her head and studied him. “How do you propose to get back in my good graces?” Oh, she loved to have the upper hand.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Ye have the same look as yer sister did the other day.”

      “And it cost me three months of pin money,” Tabitha pointed out. “That was to buy Deborah’s silence.”

      “My transgression is far worse,” he admitted with a drop of his chin. “I can’t begin to make a suggestion as yer the one who has been wronged. I am but your servant.”

      At that Tabitha snorted. She doubted Andrew had ever been anyone’s servant, but she enjoyed that he humbled himself before her. “I’ll need to give it some thought.” She tried to be stern but a smile tugged at her lips and Tabitha gave up fighting it.

      “Am I forgiven?”

      “After I’ve devised a way for you to make it up to me.” Yes, she had forgiven him but only because Danby had demanded his silence. However, Tabitha also wasn’t going to let this opportunity slip though her fingers, even if his payment was simply more kisses following the hunt.
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      At her smile, Andrew relaxed. At least Lady Tabitha didn’t hate him, though he wondered what payment she would require. Not that any cost was too high. He’d do just about anything to make her happy and keep her happy.

      “Your horse has been saddled, Lady Tabitha.”

      The both turned to find Kemp leading out a dark Arabian that he recognized on sight. When had Danby purchased one of his mares? She’d been sold at Tattersalls last spring. A beautiful Arabian with decent speed, but she would never win a race, which was why Andrew had parted with her. She was Epona’s last foal and they recognized each other, if the neighs were any indication.

      “What of Solomon?” Lady Tabitha asked almost panicked.

      “Solomon is a fine horse for riding, but not suited for the hunt,” Kemp explained.

      Andrew watched Lady Tabitha as a bit of color faded from her cheeks as Kemp brought Snowflake closer. “I’m not certain…”

      “Ye will be fine,” Andrew assured her. “Why don’t we ride so ye can get used to her before the others arrive.”

      “What’s her name?” Lady Tabitha tentatively reached out and patted the mare’s neck.

      “Snowflake.” Andrew grinned.

      Lady Tabitha frowned. “For a black horse?”

      “Ye’ll see once ye are on her.”

      Lady Tabitha frowned.

      “I’m not tellin’ ye. Ye must find out for yerself.”

      This earned him a glower. “Would ye like a leg up?”

      “Oh, very well,” Lady Tabitha grumbled.

      Instead of cupping his hands as he should, Andrew placed them about her slim waist and lifted.

      “Oh,” Lady Tabitha exclaimed in delight as she looked down at the horse. “She has a sprinkling of white spots. How unusual.”

      “That was my youngest sister’s opinion,” Andrew said as he mounted Epona. “Rowena said it was as if snowflakes had fallen and not yet melted.”

      “Thus the name.” Tabitha laughed and ran her hand along Snowflake’s neck. “She is yours?”

      “No. I sold her last spring and somehow she ended up in Danby’s stable.”

      “His man of business purchased her specifically,” Kemps aid. “I shouldn’t tell ye this, but His Grace was waiting for one of Epona’s mares to be auctioned.”

      All Danby had to do was make an offer. Then again, as he wouldn’t sell the land, it was unlikely Andrew would have sold him a horse regardless of the amount offered.

      “Shall we, lass?” Andrew asked after Kemp handed Tabitha the reins.

      “She’ll not bolt or rear?”

      “Snowflake had an excellent disposition when I parted from her,” Andrew said and then looked at Kemp for clarification because anything could have changed in the months since she’d been under different ownership.

      “Sweet tempered, this one is,” he confirmed.

      “Then, I suppose we should ride and see how we do.”

      At least Tabitha wasn’t balking at the idea, but just in case, Andrew stayed close and kept an eye on her as they headed for the trails.

      At first they walked, then trotted, moved to a canter and then finally a full gallop, and the entire time, Tabitha’s smile grew bigger and brighter. And even though his heart swelled with pride that she’d overcome what had been a crippling fear not even a sennight ago, disappointment settled in his gut. She no longer needed him and Danby had gotten his wish, as Tabitha was ready to ride in a hunt. And, even though Andrew knew this wasn’t the reason he’d been invited to the castle, it also meant that he was no longer needed.

      They kept the exercise short so as not to tire the horses and as they returned to the stable yard, others were gathered and mounting their steeds. Danby glanced over, noting Tabitha upon Snowflake and seemed to nod in approval.

      As they waited for the others, Tabitha turned to Andrew, mischief in her green eyes and an impish smile. “I believe I know how I plan to exact payment from you.”
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      Tabitha knew exactly what she wanted. Whether Andrew granted her wish was another matter. However, she’d wait to tell him until after the hunt.

      Goodness, she was riding in a hunt. She’d never done so before because before the accident, she’d been too young. As a little girl, she couldn’t wait until she was old enough. Another dream put aside because of her fall.

      At the barking of the beagles as they were brought out, Tabitha’s excitement mounted, as well as a bit of anxiety. This was her first test and no matter what, she’d hold her seat and control Snowflake.

      “Let’s follow,” Andrew suggested. “Until you get used to the others.”

      “You don’t need to stay with me.” Andrew rode a superior horse and shouldn’t be forced to the back with her.

      “As much as I enjoy riding, fox hunting isn’t a favorite sport of mine.”

      She blinked. “Why not?”

      “Dogs, horses, men and women chasing a helpless fox doesn’t seem truly fair, does it?”

      “Except those foxes manage to get to the chickens and do other damage,” she reminded him. At least, that is how it had been explained to her.

      “You are correct,” he said with a nod and Tabitha got the feeling he was condescending to her.

      “What would you do?”

      “What I’ve done at home. Set traps.”

      “They only return,” Tabitha pointed out.

      “They are more intelligent than we give them credit.”

      Now Andrew was looking uncomfortable. “Would you rather not join in the hunt at all?”

      “What I would like is to ride by your side. That is what I will enjoy.”

      A thrill shot through Tabitha at his words.

      Once the lead riders reached the fields, the dogs were set loose and in an instant they were off, the horses and riders close behind. It was all a bit overwhelming and Tabitha found herself falling back, not certain she wanted to be part of the pack.

      “Do you know the land well enough to know where they will ride?”

      “I have ridden the castle grounds since I was a girl but I don’t know how much has changed…” she trailed off as they turned into the woods. Perhaps she wasn’t ready for this.

      “We’ll take it slow, unless you want to catch the fox.”

      The more she thought about it, the less Tabitha wanted to participate. “What happens if a fox is caught?”

      He looked over and lifted an eyebrow. “Do you really wish to know?”

      “The dogs?” Her stomach churned.

      He simply nodded.

      “I believe I would prefer to remain behind.” Why hadn’t she really considered what a hunt involved? As a child, it all looked so exciting…but the idea of hunting down a fox, outnumbered and outsized, wasn’t very sporting after all.

      “There is no reason why we need to remain with them at all.”

      “My great-uncle expects it of me.” Otherwise he wouldn’t have sent her the riding habit.

      “Very well, we’ll ride, but not truly participate.”

      The two of them fell back, but kept the other riders in sight. Many were paused as the dogs had their noses to the ground.

      “Have you enjoyed your visit to Danby Castle?” she asked, wanting to make conversation so she didn’t have to think of the poor helpless fox.

      “It has turned out to be more enjoyable than I anticipated.” Andrew smiled at her.

      “I apologize if Danby’s demands have kept you from your family.”

      “Demands?” he frowned.

      “You mentioned that you had businesses dealings with His Grace and was ordered to attend him. Otherwise you’d be spending Christmas with your family.”

      “He made an offer that I could not ignore,” he finally answered.

      Did she ask what it was? Gentlemen did not speak of business with ladies, but Tabitha was dying to know what was so important that couldn’t wait until after Twelfth Night, unless it was because Danby had hired him to get her to ride.

      “I can see the curiosity in your eyes.”

      “Am I so obvious?” Tabitha felt her cheeks grow warm.

      “It isn’t anything so secretive.” Then he went on to tell her about an estate Danby owned that neighbored his ancestral estate in Ireland and how Andrew’s family had been trying to purchase it for years, but Danby had refused until a few weeks ago.

      “And did you purchase the land?” she asked.

      “He hasn’t granted me an audience as of it.”

      Tabitha frowned. “Well, that is very rude of him.”

      Andrew studied her for a moment, his blue eyes darkening. “I’ll be honest. At first I was irritated when he refused to schedule time for me, but it has turned out to be a rather merry Christmas indeed.”

      At that, Tabitha’s cheeks grew even warmer. “A very merry Christmas it has been.” And one she’d remember all of her days, long after Andrew rode away from Danby Castle and returned to his life. It was just a shame that Danby hadn’t brought him here as a match for her.

      “We’ve fallen quite behind,” he said with a grin and nodded in the direction of where the other hunters had gone.

      Not only could Tabitha not see them, but she no longer heard the dogs either. “Shall we try to catch up?”

      “That depends. Are you going to tell me what I must do to get back into your good graces?”

      What Tabitha had wanted to demand were more kisses, but now that she had the opportunity, she wasn’t so brave. “You already have,” she admitted. “Without you, I’d not be on Snowflake right now. You’ve returned to me something I had lost, a part of my soul.”

      “It has been a great pleasure.” Then he looked around. “As we are no longer joining the hunt, do you wish to run to see how Snowflake does?”

      Her grin grew wider. “A race?”

      “I’ll win,” he warned.

      “For some reason, that doesn’t matter to me,” Tabitha said as she led Snowflake out of the woods. As soon as she reached the open field, she tapped Snowflake into a run, taking off over the fields, the wind stinging her cheeks as the hooves beat against the snow-covered ground. Tabitha had never felt so alive in her life.
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      Andrew didn’t let her win, nor did he lose. Instead, he kept Epona nose to nose with Snowflake, enjoying the sight of Tabitha finally letting go of her fear and thoroughly embracing the joy of riding. When they returned to the stables, after dismounting, they led the horses to their stalls, which happened to be right next to each other, and set to brushing them down. Andrew told her more of his ancestral home and that which Danby owned. She described her home and her family and they got to know each other in a way that they hadn’t so far. Even though Andrew would leave Danby Castle with the coveted property, he’d almost leave it behind if he could take Tabitha with him instead.

      He’d fallen in love, not that he’d tell her, as nothing could come of his feelings and he wouldn’t burden her with the knowledge. However, as they both closed the stable doors and met on the other side, Andrew couldn’t help himself and drew Tabitha into his arms and lowered his mouth to hers, no longer caring that a stable hand or Kemp might see them. Andrew knew he risked angering Danby, but Andrew didn’t care. He loved her, wanted her, and these moments were too precious to waste when only days remained, if that, before he was required to leave.

      At first he heard the dogs in the distance, and then riders, and broke away from Tabitha.

      “The hunt is over sooner than I anticipated.”

      She frowned. “I thought they’d be longer.”

      “As did I.” He sighed and pulled away, then offed his arm. “Shall we retire inside?”

      “If we must.” At least she sounded as disappointed as he.

      As they exited the stable, Danby was dismounting.

      “Straffan, Tabitha, attend me in the study,” he barked, then turned and marched away.

      It was not possible he already knew about the kiss, but perhaps he’d noticed that they did not remain with the hunting party and that was why he was upset.

      Andrew swallowed against the sudden tightness in his throat and followed Danby into the castle, Tabitha by his side.

      His Grace didn’t even bother to look behind to see if they followed but marched right ahead, up the stairs, down a corridor and into his study. Andrew and Tabitha came to a stop in front of the desk where Danby took a seat.

      “I’m proud of you Tabitha,” His Grace finally said. “And, just as I promised when you were twelve, now that you’ve learn to ride properly, Snowflake is now yours.”

      She gasped. It was certainly a generous gift given Andrew knew the cost of the fine horse.

      Then Danby turned to him. “Now, we can discuss the estate.”

      He’d prefer to discuss the matter when they were alone. “I don’t believe it is necessary for Lady Tabitha to be part of our negotiations, Your Grace.”

      “She has every right to be here as she is involved.”

      Involved? Andrew’s gut tightened.

      “I don’t understand what that has to do with me.” She looked to Andrew as if he could clear up her confusion.

      “When Straffan was fourteen, I made an offer to his grandfather and father. They rejected me and questioned my good judgment.”

      What offer could Danby have made that brought about such animosity that has lasted well over a decade?

      “They’ve been trying to purchase the property and all that goes with it since and I have refused on principle.”

      “Lord Straffan has told me, though I don’t understand what it has to do with me.” She glanced up at Andrew, the question in her eyes, as if he knew what this was about.

      Danby narrowed his eyes on Andrew. “Did your father nor grandfather never tell you what the offer and ensuing argument was about?”

      Andrew shook his head.

      “Good God. I thought you had at least that information and the reason you were spending time with Tabitha. I assumed you already saw what I’ve always known.” Danby got up from the desk and strode to the sideboard and poured himself a generous amount of whiskey, then poured a glass for Andrew and passed it over.

      What the blazes was Danby talking about? Tabitha and the land in Ireland were not related in the least.

      “It’s simple. I had proposed a betrothal between yourself and Tabitha. I knew you were a good match, both being horse mad and your temperaments were well suited for each other. Further, you are the grandson of my closest friend and she was my great-niece, the property would be yours eventually and my estate would remain in the family.”

      All Andrew could do was gawk at Danby. He wanted to arrange a marriage between him and Tabitha?

      Then he remembered when the argument had occurred. “Your Grace, I was only fourteen, which meant Lady Tabitha would have been…” He looked at her because he had no idea how old she was.

      “She was five. Her father had died and I already knew what was best for her.”

      Lady Tabitha gasped.

      “Your grandfather and father wanted you to make the choice for yourself. Choose your own bride.” Danby snorted then took a drink. “I knew then what I know now.” He looked from Andrew to Tabitha and back to Andrew. “The land, estate, house, horses, everything is yours. All you need to do is marry Tabitha.”
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      Tabitha gasped. As much as she wanted Andrew for herself, she could not allow her great-uncle to force him into marriage in order to obtain the land he wanted. “No.”

      Both Danby and Andrew jerked toward her

      “This is coercion and I’ll not have it.”

      “You’ve no say,” Danby dismissed her and turned to Andrew. “What say you? Marry my great-niece and the property is yours. If not, it will go to someone else, as it happens to be Tabitha’s dowry.”

      “Dowry? Benjamin never mentioned such to me.”

      “Has he discussed your dowry with you?” Danby demanded.

      Tabitha’s face heated. “No. He hasn’t. I just assumed…”

      “Never assume anything.”

      Tabitha gulped. Andrew wanted that land. She could tell by the way he talked of it with love and the plans he had for building their stud farm further. Horses in Ireland and in England. They’d have an equestrian empire. But it was more than that. He loved Ireland. If he did not marry her, then he’d never get the neighboring land. Worse, one day she’d live there and he’d inherit the ancestral home and be married to someone else.

      Danby trod to the sidebar and splashed liquid into a glass then handed it to her. “Drink this before you faint.”

      “I’m not going to faint.” Though she accepted the glass. “What you are asking of Lord Straffan is unfair. If it is my dowry then I gift it to him.”

      “It doesn’t work that way,” Andrew reminded her.

      Oh, she knew that, but what else could she do. It wasn’t as if he had asked for her hand. His was being forced.

      “I am happy to accept your terms, but only if Lady Tabitha is in agreement.”

      “I knew you’d make the wise decision.”

      “Wait!” Tabitha cried.

      “It’s settled,” Danby announced. “You will marry Straffan and he will get more than he bargained for when he rode here.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that he might not want to marry me?” she cried. “I’ll not be the bartering chip so he can finally gain what he really wants.”

      While his kisses were heavenly and they got on well, and she was already in love with him, that didn’t mean he felt the same. She’d not be married to a gentleman who did not choose her free of duress.

      “Of course he does,” Danby dismissed her.

      Oh, she wished her great-uncle would quit making decisions for both of them. “Might I please have a word with Straffan, alone?” Only then would she learn the truth.

      Danby blew out a heavy sigh. “This is what is best for you and Straffan, Tabitha, you just need to learn to accept it.”

      “Please, Uncle Danby, a word with Lord Straffan before you decide the remainder of our lives.”

      He set his glass down on the desk. “Talk sense into her Straffan. A lot is riding on this.” With that Danby quit the room.

      “You can’t want to marry me.” In her heart of hearts she wished he did, but he would have mentioned it before now.
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      Andrew stared at her. Was the very idea of marrying him so unpalatable? While he might be in love with her, he knew it was possible she didn’t feel the same. Just because they’d shared heated kisses, passion and got on well, didn’t mean she thought of him as anything more than a holiday distraction.

      “I do want to marry you,” he finally said and set his glass aside then took hers and put it beside his own.

      “You want your land and I understand, but it’s unfair of him to saddle you with me as well.”

      Andrew couldn’t help it and chuckled. “Tabitha, I want you. I’ve wanted you since I first saw you in Hyde Park. Since I’ve come to know you, I’ve fallen in love with you.”

      “You have?” The astonishment on her face was verification that she had had no idea how he felt.

      “I can only hope that you care for me half as much as I care for you.” If she didn’t then he’d walk away from her and the land and pray that she and her future husband never moved to the neighboring estate because Andrew was quite certain he’d not do well seeing her happy with someone else.

      “You aren’t just saying that because you want the land?”

      “I’d walk away, if I needed to. I will not marry you unless it’s what you wish.”

      “You love me?”

      Why did she find it so difficult to understand? “Yes. I only wished you loved me as well.”

      Slowly the smile pulled at her lips and before he knew what was happening, Tabitha reached up and pulled his head down and kissed him.

      She was a rather forward miss, but he could certainly get used to that in a wife.

      But, he didn’t have her answer yet and broke the kiss.

      “So, you could come to care for me?”

      “Oh, Andrew. I already love you but I didn’t dare hope that you’d feel the same for me.”

      His heart swelled with relief. He’d have not only the land but Tabitha as well.

      “I am always right! If people would just accept that fact, life would be easier for everyone.”

      The two jerked apart to find Danby standing just inside the door.

      “Had your grandfather and father listened to me in the first place, the two of you could have married two or three years ago.”

      He shook his head and returned to the desk. “When you see your father next, Straffan, please relay a message for me.”

      “What would that be, Your Grace.”

      “I told you so.” Then he grinned and opened a drawer before he pulled out a sheet of paper. “I’ll ring for the vicar.”

      “What is that?” Andrew asked.

      “A special license, of course.”

      “You were so certain of my answer?”

      “Not as much as I was in Tabitha’s, but I knew you’d come around for the right incentive. I knew the time was right when you finally put Snowflake up for auction. Tabitha needed a horse. She needed to ride again, and you needed a wife.”

      Tabitha pulled away and walked to the side of the desk, trying to look in the drawer but Danby slammed it shut.

      “You really do have a stack of special licenses?”

      He’d heard the rumors, but had difficulty believing that Danby would be that prepared, or take the planning to such depths, but if he had set the match with Tabitha in motion seven months ago, who knew what else His Grace was capable of? And with those thoughts, Andrew knew that in all future dealings with Danby, he’d need to be especially careful.
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      “Ireland,” her mother cried as more tears flooded her eyes.

      “Suffolk,” Tabitha reminder her since that was where Andrew currently resided.

      “But one day it will be Ireland.”

      Tabitha had been given only two hours to prepare for her wedding. As she rushed upstairs to bathe and decide on a gown, Danby had broken the news to Mother and Peter.

      While Deborah and Sarah assisted her with her toilette, excitement for her bubbling over, their mother reclined on the chaise dampening one handkerchief after another.

      “Benjamin knew and never told me.”

      Tabitha blinked at Deborah. “He did?”

      “Peter too,” she whispered. “Danby had informed Ben of his plans but swore him to secrecy. Ben told Peter anyway because he wanted someone looking out for you. If Peter didn’t think it was a good match, he was to send for Benjamin.

      “How do you know all of this?” She’d only just become engaged.

      Deborah quickly glanced back at their mother who was too lost in her own misery to pay any attention to them. “Peter pulled me aside as soon as Danby ordered you and Straffan to the study. He wanted to know if I knew anything that he should be aware of.” Her face began to turn pink. “I told him about the kiss and then he told me about Danby’s plans.”

      Normally Tabitha would be quite vexed that Deborah has broken her confidence, but given it was so her brothers could protect her from something so permanent as a potential unwanted marriage, Tabitha couldn’t be angry. While she hated all of these secrets, at least her brothers were watching over her. If Andrew would have turned out to be someone like Lymington, certainly they would have saved her from such a horrible fate.

      But, Andrew wasn’t Lymingon. Andrew was wonderful and in a short time she’d be his. Then tomorrow they’d leave Danby Castle and travel to her home where she’d pack her belongings to be sent to Suffolk and another trunk to accompany her first to Cheshire where she’d meet the brother who saw ghosts and then to Ireland where she’d meet the rest of Andrew’s family and visit their new estate.

      The plans had been made so quickly that Tabitha’s head was practically spinning, but none of that mattered because in the end, she’d have the only thing she really wanted—Andrew, her very merry viscount, the best Christmas present anyone could ever want.
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      As he had no family to speak of in attendance, Andrew asked his boyhood friends to stand witness to this marriage.

      Halesworth didn’t even question the suddenness of Andrew’s marriage, though Nichols commented that it wasn’t safe to be a bachelor at Danby castle.

      Few were in attendance at the rushed nuptials, but as this was an everyday occurrence at Danby Castle during the holiday, he could well understand why many chose not to join in the celebrations. Though, he’d like to think they’d be happier for him than Tabitha’s mother. Since her two younger sisters had brought her into the chapel, all the woman had done was sob, loud and hard. One would think she was attending a funeral.

      All Dandy did was shoot disapproving stares at her, but that did nothing to quell the woman’s unhappiness.

      Andrew didn’t think it possible for the woman to cry any harder, but that was exactly what she did the moment Tabitha began walking toward him down the short aisle in the ancient castle chapel.

      In an instant, he blocked out everything, and everyone, and focused on the beautiful woman dressed in the softest of yellow, mahogany curls unbound, as she glided toward him with the most radiant smile he’d ever witnessed. Andrew’s heart tightened in his chest and love like he’d never experienced filled his being. He could not wait for his very merry future with Tabitha to begin.
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