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London’s most scandalous rakes are about to lose their hearts . . .

As the eldest son of the Duke of Breconridge, Harry Fitzroy is duty-bound to marry well. Lady Julia Barclay, the catch of the season, seems the perfect candidate. But a fall from his horse throws his plan awry and he finds himself trapped in the country in the care of Julia’s younger sister.

Harry has never met a woman like Lady Augusta. Utterly without artifice, Gus seems to care not a fig for society. After a taboo kiss awakens an unexpected passion, Harry realises he’d almost given his heart to the wrong sister. Now he must use his most seductive powers to convince Gus that she belongs with him – as his equal, his love, his wife.


For Junessa,
whose wise suggestions, thoughtful editing, and perpetual sense of humor helped me tell this story the way that Gus and Harry deserved.

May this be only the first book of many!
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Wetherby Abbey, Norfolk
April 1768

Charles Neville Fitzroy, fourth Earl of Hargreave, was not by nature a moderate man. To him, if a thing was worth doing at all, it was worth doing completely, without hesitation or doubt, whether it was urging his hunter over the tallest fence or wagering the deepest stakes at cards.

There was no halfway with Harry—for so he was called by his family and closest acquaintances—not even when it came to love. He was nearly twenty-four, an earl in his own right, and heir to his father’s dukedom as well. As everyone kept reminding him, it was time—past time—for him to marry and sire an heir of his own.

And so, with the same determination that he applied to everything else, he had decided on the most beautiful, most desired, and most perfectly suitable young lady available in Britain: the Honorable Miss Julia Wetherby. She had, of course, been in his orbit for most of the season in London—the beautiful young ladies always were with Harry—and she’d made it charmingly clear that if he chose to pursue her in earnest, she’d agree to be caught.

In the way of such matters, however, he’d only realized how perfect a wife Julia Wetherby would make after she had abandoned London for her father’s distant country house. He had come to this decision yesterday morning over his coffee, and he had left town as soon as his cup was empty and his carriage ready, stopping on the road just long enough to change horses. Julia would be his countess; there was no question or doubt whatsoever in his mind.

All of which explained why he was now here in this benighted corner of Norfolk, and why, too, he was reduced to standing to one side of her father’s drawing room while a small pack of country gentry paraded about before him. He didn’t know any of them, and they didn’t seem to want to know him, either, since it was obvious that he was tired and hungry and not particularly clean. He hadn’t known when he had arrived at the house that there would be some sort of party in progress, in honor of Julia’s older brother, the Honorable Andrew Wetherby, who was leaving soon for a tour of the Continent. While Harry was perfectly happy to wish Wetherby bon voyage, he hadn’t wanted to be part of this boisterous country celebration, and he didn’t want to have to pretend that he did. What he wanted was Julia.

“Where the devil is your sister hiding herself, Wetherby?” Harry said to the brother after the customary good wishes. The two were standing together, relegated to the area near the fireplace with the other unattached gentlemen. “She was told I was here at least a half hour ago.”

The Honorable Andrew Wetherby sighed in sympathy and held his glass out for the passing servant to refill. “Julia will show herself according to her own time, not ours. You’d best become accustomed to that, my lord.”

But Harry was not in such a jocular humor, not after his long ride on deplorable roads. He’d imagined this evening much differently. He’d pictured being welcomed warmly by Julia herself, and that she’d take him someplace where they could be alone together so he could surprise her with his proposal.

“I’d rather thought she’d be glad to see me,” he said, not bothering to hide either his disappointment or his displeasure. Perhaps Julia hadn’t been informed of his arrival; the young servant girl he’d told had been thoroughly flustered, a feminine response that he was so accustomed to inspiring, he hadn’t given it much thought. “I’m nearly of a mind to go upstairs to her rooms and flush her out myself.”

“If you do that, Lord Hargreave, then I can guarantee you will have a hairbrush hurled at your head for your trouble, or perhaps an entire vase of flowers,” Wetherby said with brotherly resignation. “French coquettes may enjoy being interrupted as they dress, but Julia prefers—no, demands—that none should see her until she is in perfect readiness. She’s always been like that, you know.”

Harry didn’t answer, because he didn’t believe it, not of Julia. He’d seen demonstrations of a certain petulance from her, to be sure, but that was to be expected of all great beauties, which Julia most certainly was. Beauties were entitled to imperiousness. But he’d never observed any ill temper to the point of vase-hurling, and he was inclined to believe that this was more her brother’s exaggeration than any worrisome hint for the future.

But Harry did wish she’d show a bit more of the eagerness he himself was feeling, and again he drew his enameled gold watch from his fob to calculate exactly how long he’d been waiting. Poets claimed that absence made the heart grow fonder, but he didn’t want to be kept a minute longer from Julia than he must.

Forty minutes. He clicked the watch shut, tucked it back into his waistcoat pocket, and took a deep breath to calm himself. His sentimental father would call this time well spent, the price he must pay for the sake of love. Harry supposed Father was right, just as he supposed that he was in love with Julia. After all, who else was he supposed to be in love with but the woman he meant to marry?

All he had to do now was propose, if only she’d appear. There was, he supposed, a distant chance that she was no longer interested in him, a niggling, unworthy doubt that he quickly shoved away. Not his Julia, his golden goddess. Still, there was little wonder he was in such a state of perfect misery.

He checked his watch yet again, as if the minutes weren’t dragging by without her.

“Here’s Julia, my lord,” Wetherby said, smiling with more relief than pleasure as two footmen opened the doors for his sister. “She looks exceptionally fine, too.”

Harry looked up and agreed. She did look fine, very fine. The one thing Julia could do supremely well was make an entrance. She seemed to sail into the room, her smile graciously including everyone fortunate enough to be in her presence. She hadn’t powdered her hair, but had left its true color to gleam like spun gold, piled artfully high above a face as lovely as any goddess’s.

What lay below that face belonged to a goddess, too, as long as that goddess was Venus. Only three features of Julia’s gown registered in Harry’s brain: that it was emerald green, fitted her very tightly, and was cut very, very low in front. Not that he objected. She wasn’t his wife yet, and besides, no healthy young English male could gaze upon the bounteous display of her breasts above all that narrow-waisted corseting and wish it otherwise.

Naturally he forgot the long, uncomfortable journey and his impatience, and when she came smiling toward him with her hands outstretched and her breasts quivering, he could think of only one thing. Well, perhaps two things, as she sank into a curtsey, but he wasn’t in a position to act upon one of them, not in her father’s drawing room.

“Good evening, my lord,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling up at him beneath her lashes. “My dear, dear Lord Hargreave! You cannot begin to know how much I’ve missed you!”

“Good evening, Miss Wetherby,” he said, acutely aware that he was grinning like a fool. He kissed her offered hand and used it to draw her closer. “I must speak to you at once, on a most urgent matter.”

She blushed and pulled back. “Not here, Harry, not with everyone watching.”

Ordinarily he loved to tease her and make her blush, but he was too impatient for that now. “Then let us go where they can’t see us.”

“Oh, Harry,” she said, her blush deepening. “You know I cannot do that, not with Father so near. Besides, it’s Andrew’s party, and I must be here for him. You—you should say something more proper to me, such as complimenting my gown.”

“Your gown?” he asked, mystified.

“I’m so honored that you like my gown, my lord,” she said, purposefully raising her voice for the benefit of the others around them, especially her father. She pulled her hand free so she could turn before him, spinning her skirts.

“Isn’t it the most beautiful shade of green?” she continued. “My mantua maker says it’s called le vert de trèfles Irlandais. That’s ‘the green of Irish shamrocks’ in English. Don’t you like it?”

“Yes, yes, it’s nice enough,” Harry said, refusing to be distracted from his purpose by green silk and Irish shamrocks. “But that’s not why I’ve come all this distance.”

She stopped before him, slowly opening her lace-trimmed fan one blade at a time, with a graceful precision that fascinated Harry.

“I suppose not,” she said breathlessly, her eyes sparkling over the top of the fan. “But exactly why are you here, my lord? I only just bid farewell to you in London, not a week ago, and now you appear here, in the middle of Andrew’s farewell dinner.”

“Julia, please,” said her brother Wetherby irritably. “Stop being so willfully dense. His lordship has come a great distance to converse with you, and the least you can do is step aside and listen.”

“You know I can’t do that, Andrew,” she said. “I’m supposed to be Papa’s hostess tonight, for your party. I can hardly vanish from the company.”

Wetherby snorted. “I doubt they’ll notice. You were already an hour late coming downstairs.”

“They would so notice,” Julia insisted, clearly wounded. “And who else would take my place? Gus?”

“Gus has too much sense to attend one of these infernal parties,” Wetherby said. “When I saw her earlier, she hadn’t even dressed for evening, the wise little creature. I wish I’d followed her lead and kept away, too. This whole party was your idea, anyway, not mine.”

“Who’s Gus?” Harry asked. He didn’t particularly care, but he did want Julia to begin talking to him again instead of Wetherby.

“Gus is our sister,” Julia said. “Half sister, to be more accurate. She’s much more . . . practical than I am. She doesn’t like pretty clothes or jewels or company at all, and I vow that she’d rather fuss about with the servants than enjoy the company of genteel people. You’d never know we were related.”

“That’s unkind, Julia,” Wetherby said. “I’m sure there are plenty of days when Gus feels the same about you.”

But Julia only shrugged and took Harry’s arm, purposefully turning them both away from her brother.

“I’m so sorry I can’t listen to you now, my lord,” she said softly. “But I promised my father I’d spend the evening with his guests, and I can’t disappoint him. I didn’t know you’d be here, or else I would never have agreed. But you know how fathers can be.”

“That is true,” he said grudgingly. He did know how her father was: a bluff, blustering John Bull of a viscount that he would not want to cross.

She ran her jeweled fingers lightly along his sleeve, turning in such a way that she brushed those magnificent breasts against the side of his arm, as if by accident. It wasn’t, of course, and they both knew it. It was calculated entirely to tantalize Harry all the more. It worked, too.

“But I will make it up to you, Harry, I promise,” she said, lowering her voice again to a conspiratorial whisper. “Meet me tomorrow morning at the stables, and we shall ride out together, just the two of us.”

He liked the sound of that. It wasn’t quite as good as being able to take her away from the others this instant, but at least in the morning he’d be shaved and washed and fed, and generally more agreeable.

He covered her hand with his own, stilling her restless fingers. “What time shall I meet you?”

“Early,” she said, dipping her chin a fraction in a way that was filled with promise. “Before anyone else is about. Shall we say eight?”

“Eight it shall be.” He raised her hand to kiss the back of it, and she smiled. When Julia smiled like that, he could forget all the dithering country folk around them and think only of tomorrow, when he’d have her to himself at last.

At least he could until she pulled her hand away before his lips reached it, turning to wave merrily at two of her father’s guests.

“Oh, Lady Frances, do come here!” she called. “Please bring Sir John with you as well. I wish to present you both to one of my favorite London acquaintances, His Lordship the Earl of Hargreave.”

With that Harry felt himself toppling into the very depths of country hell, with no chance of escape, and there he remained through the rest of the night. By the time he finally was permitted to crawl into his bed—a bed designated as the house’s “best,” yet still smelling of damp and disuse—he had drunk far too much of the viscount’s indifferent claret for comfort. As a result, his sleep was not restful, and when he rose the next morning for his appointment with Julia, his humor was not nearly as felicitous as it should have been for such an important occasion.

Harry’s manservant, Tewkes, did his best to see that he was shaved and combed and handsomely dressed, and prepared his special restorative with beaten raw eggs. Harry had dutifully swallowed this concoction, swearing mightily at the foul taste—which was part of its potency. He patted his chest to make sure that the plush box with his mother’s betrothal ring was tucked deep into his waistcoat pocket, ready to be produced at the proper moment, and then two minutes later checked again to make sure it was still there. Finally he headed down the stairs through the still-sleeping house and out to the stables, his long-caped greatcoat billowing behind him.

The driving rain that had made yesterday’s journey so unpleasant had stopped in the night, but puddles remained across the graveled stable yard, and water still dripped from the sodden eaves. Worse still, a thick fog had replaced the rain, a chill, wet mist that clung close to the ground, masking the tops of trees and the roofs of buildings.

The fog seemed to echo the thickness in Harry’s head, and if Julia were not waiting as his prize, he would have gladly retreated to his bed. Instead he persevered, his polished boots sloshing through the puddles to the stable.

And there, at last, like a golden fairy in the mists, was Julia—soon to be his Julia—warming her hands before a small brazier that the grooms had lit for that express purpose. She was dressed in a soft gray habit trimmed with a lavish amount of silver lace that sparkled in the light of the hot coals, and a charmingly foolish black cocked hat with a single curling feather. Though the habit covered her to her chin, the soft wool was so closely tailored to her body that her waist looked impossibly small and her breasts high and full, and he thought again of how perfect a wife she would be.

“Good morning, my lord,” she said, making a quick curtsey and deftly managing to keep her skirts from the puddles. The grooms and stablemen faded away, back into the shadows, giving them privacy. “And a fine morn it is, too, isn’t it?”

“It’s wretched,” Harry said, smiling as he held his gloved hands over the brazier to warm them. “Don’t pretend otherwise.”

She laughed, and the warmth of her smile banished the remaining chill of the morning. It was cozy and intimate standing here with her, watching how her breath came out from her lips in little clouds. Her cheeks were rosy, and tiny blond wisps had escaped from beneath the foolish hat to dance around her face.

“You are looking quite handsome this morning, my lord,” she said, eyeing him up and down, and from her smile she clearly approved of what she saw. “How fortunate I am to have such a manly squire to ride with me.”

“I am entirely your servant, Miss Wetherby,” he said, feeling as if the very air between them crackled with desire. If she’d been any other woman, he would have seized this opportunity and kissed her, but because she was going to be his wife, he was determined to be respectful. It wasn’t going to be easy; he was much more accustomed to beautiful women obliging him however and whenever he wished. A future wife was different from a mistress, though, and he would force himself to wait until after she’d accepted his proposal, no matter how powerful a temptation she might be.

Likely she knew it, too, from the seductive way she turned to glance out beyond the dripping eaves.

“The weather’s not so very bad, my lord,” she said. “And it’s a proper morn for Norfolk.”

“That does little to recommend Norfolk to me,” he said, resolving that, once they were wed, they’d never return to Norfolk again. “We don’t have to go riding, you know. I can speak to you just as easily in your father’s drawing room, and we’d both keep dry.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, my lord,” she said, adjusting her hat to dip a fraction lower over one eye. “You’ve told me yourself that you always begin your day by riding in the park, and I couldn’t possibly disrupt your ordinary morning routine.”

He smiled, liking how she peeked coyly from beneath the hat’s brim. “Today is different, Miss Wetherby. There is nothing ordinary about it, because you are sharing it with me.”

She smiled, too, and glanced over her shoulder to the grooms before she leaned forward over the brazier, lowering her voice to a husky whisper.

“That is exactly why I wish to ride, my lord,” she confessed. “Because if this day is all I pray it shall be, then it must be perfection, and I don’t wish us to be disturbed by Papa, or some busy parlor maid.”

“Not at all,” he murmured. So she did understand why he was here, the dear minx. God knows she should. Hadn’t she been leading him along through an entire London season of well-chaperoned dinners and balls and operas?

“No, no, no,” she said, licking her tongue daintily over her lower lip. “I have never been alone with a gentleman, my lord, but today, with you, I intend to do exactly—exactly—that. Ahh, here are the grooms with our horses now.”

He didn’t give a damn about the horses, not after that. How could he? He knew an invitation when he heard one, especially from a lady.

“This is my dear Tansey,” Julia was saying fondly, stroking the mare’s nose beneath her bridle while the groom held her. “Papa has offered you Hercules, my lord. Hercules is his own special favorite, you know, and Papa’s never trusted him with anyone else. Isn’t he a splendid beast?”

“No question of that,” Harry said, noting how the big black gelding required two grooms, one on each side, to bring him into the yard. It wasn’t a good sign. The horse was obviously strong, restlessly pulling at the grooms who held his bridle. Depending on one’s perspective, the horse was either very spirited or simply ill trained, and neither possibility was encouraging. But if her stout old father could master Hercules, then Harry was certain he could as well.

He followed Julia, the two horses, and the grooms out into the misty yard. He liked watching her walk. She had to pull her trailing skirts to one side to keep them from the puddles, and that tugged fabric gave her hips an enticing sway. She used the carriage steps to climb up onto her sidesaddle, letting him catch a glimpse of bright yellow stockings above her black riding boots. Still he watched as she arranged her skirts over the sidesaddle and across her legs. He’d seen her on horseback in Hyde Park, and knew she was an excellent rider, yet still he admired the effortless grace with which she sat on her mare, her breasts high and her back straight as any Amazon.

Really, was there anything more he could wish for in a wife?

“Forgive me for being impatient, my lord,” she teased, smiling down at him, “but I do believe Tansey is falling asleep beneath me while you dawdle.”

“I wouldn’t make a wager on that, Miss Wetherby.” He seized the reins from the groom and swung himself up onto Hercules. “We’ll soon enough see who dawdles.”

She laughed merrily and gave her horse a quick tap of her crop to urge her on. At once the little mare jumped forward and trotted through the yard’s gates. Harry gathered his reins and dug his heels into Hercules’s sides, urging him to follow. But the big horse wanted none of it, turning restive and skittering backward with decidedly unherculean cowardice.

Chagrined, Harry tried to calm the nervous horse. He’d always prided himself on being able to ride any mount he was given, but usually that meant the most fiery of steeds, not this quivering equine milksop. By now Julia was out of sight, and he didn’t have to look to know the grooms were all smirking around him. It was not an auspicious beginning to his proposal.

Swearing under his breath, he dug his heels into the horse’s sides. Hercules whinnied, then launched himself forward as if he’d been shot from a cannon. Startled as he was, Harry held on as the horse raced through the same gate where Julia had disappeared. This wasn’t what he’d expected from Hercules, but it was a sight better than moping about the stable yard. A spirited horse was much more to his taste, and one that would carry him closer to Julia, too.

While he’d no notion of where she’d gone, her horse’s hoofprints in the wet, sandy soil showed her path as surely as a signboard. He realized now that she’d meant all this as a kind of game, that she’d wanted him to chase her all over creation before he finally proposed, and he had to admit he found the notion of hunting her down like a wily vixen more than a little exciting.

Swiftly he followed her tracks along a drive, through an orchard, and across a mowed field; over a shallow creek and down into a small stand of trees. The fog had gathered here, betraying their nearness to the sea, and was so thick it completely hid the tops of the trees.

Harry reined in the horse and began to pick his way through the trees and underbrush with more care. The last thing he wished was to crack his skull open on a low branch. It was more difficult to tell her path here, and he had to search carefully for the broken foliage and hoofprints that marked her way. Hercules didn’t like the slower pace—or perhaps it was the fog that unsettled him. He kept making anxious little huffs, his ears swiveling uneasily at the slightest chirping bird or cracking twig.

“Miss Wetherby?” he called. He sensed she was nearby in the fog, watching him, and he’d chased her long enough. “Come, Miss Wetherby. Join me, please, so we may speak.”

Still there was no response. The fog made the woods eerily silent.

“Miss Wetherby?” he called again, raising his voice. “Miss Wetherby! Where in blazes are you?”

“I’m here before you, my lord,” Julia said, whooping and laughing with delight as she popped directly into his path from behind a thicket of bushes. She swept him a grand curtsey on the dry leaves, her mare’s reins in one hand. “Aren’t you surprised?”

Harry was surprised, yes, but not nearly as surprised as Hercules. The horse took one look at Julia’s spread skirts and glittering silver lace and that twitching black plume on her hat, and jerked backward. His eyes rolled and his head thrashed and he snorted with distress, and the harder Harry tried to rein him back, the more the horse panicked. He danced backward two steps, and Harry thought he’d won back his control.

But suddenly Hercules reared up, lashing out with his front hooves. Harry had a single glimpse of Julia’s terrified, upturned face before him as, with all his strength, he wrestled the horse’s head away from her. Hercules twisted and lurched, bucking backward. Harry felt himself thrown from the saddle, and for an instant that seemed at once fleeting and interminable he hurtled through the air. Then he hit the ground hard, the uncivil shock of landing the last thing he remembered.

When he woke—was it after minutes or hours?—he was lying on his back in a pile of dried leaves and branches. Everything else was spinning crazily overhead, so fast that he quickly shut his eyes again. The spinning continued, as if his head weren’t connected to his body. Yet if that were so, then his head wouldn’t be so acutely aware of the driving pain in his left leg. He tried to move, hoping that might ease the pain, yet movement only increased it, so sharp that he could do nothing more than gasp and swear.

“Oh, my lord, thank God you’re still alive!”

He forced himself to open his eyes again, squinting upward. Julia’s face was in the center of the spinning trees as she leaned over him, or at least a version of her face with four eyes. She was crying, which was gratifying—perhaps the only gratifying thing about his present situation.

Manfully he tried to sit upright, but only managed to push himself up on one elbow. That was enough—more than enough—both to worsen the spinning in his head and to send a fresh bolt of pain from his leg. To his mortification, he felt the last of Tewkes’s potion make a lurching, precipitous rise from his stomach, and he barely turned to his side before he vomited on the ground beside him.

“Oh, heavens, my lord,” Julia exclaimed from somewhere nearby. Fortunately she wasn’t hovering over him any longer, or he would have puked on her, too. “I don’t suppose you can help me catch Hercules now, can you?”

He sank back to the ground, his eyes closed. So much for being manful.

“No,” he rasped. “I cannot.”

“No, I suppose you can’t,” she said. “I had better go back to the house for help. I’ll return, I promise. And here—here is my handkerchief, my lord, if that will help.”

She tucked her handkerchief into his fingers, fine linen with a profusion of lace and an even greater quantity of perfume. He smelled it even without lifting the handkerchief to his face, and a fresh wave of nausea roiled through him in protest.

“Thank you,” he somehow said. “Thank you.”

But Julia didn’t hear it. She’d already turned, climbed back onto Tansey, and ridden away. He tried not to feel abandoned. He hoped her haste showed her concern, and not that he was such vastly unpleasant company—which, of course, he was. She should realize that none of this was the way he’d wanted the day to go, either, and he was thinking that still as the combination of the pain in his leg and that in his head claimed him again, drawing him back into the relief of unconsciousness.

The relief did not last, however, nor did his solitude.

“My lord Hargreave,” the woman said. “Can you hear me?”

It didn’t sound entirely like Julia. Not only was the timbre deeper, without her girlishness, but there was far more authority in this voice than Julia would ever be able to muster. Still, he dared hope it might be her, and he dragged his eyes open a fraction.

His disappointment was severe. This was not his golden-haired goddess, but some plain-faced young servant, her brown hair scraped back beneath a linen cap and a rough wool shawl wrapped around her shoulders. She seemed familiar, and then he remembered that she’d been the one he’d sent to Julia when he’d first arrived last night. He was vaguely aware of other servants around him, too, the same stablemen he’d left behind earlier, but no sign of Julia.

“There you are, my lord,” the young woman said. She had pale gray eyes the same color as the fog, eyes that now showed much concern for him. “You’re gravely hurt, I fear, but the fact that you’ve responded this much is a welcome sign. You’re doubtless quite thirsty. Here, let me give you a sip of this.”

He was thirsty, far thirstier than he’d realized. Gently she raised his still-spinning head, cradling it in the crook of her arm as she tipped a spoonful of water to his lips.

He’d never tasted anything so good. “More,” he whispered hoarsely. “Please.”

“I can’t, my lord,” she said. “Not if there’s any risk of you falling unconscious again. I won’t have you choke while you’re in my care.”

“I won’t,” he said, meaning that he didn’t intend to choke or lose consciousness again. He’d lost his memory of how exactly he’d come to this state, too, with little before being thrown from his horse. He’d already been weakling enough, and his determination must see him through this. “Please.”

“No, my lord,” she said, smiling to soften her refusal. “I do not believe you are capable of making such assurances at present.”

He grunted, from pain and irritation. Who was she to refuse him anything?

“I’m sorry, my lord,” she said gently, hearing only the pain. “I fear things will grow worse before they’re better. We’re going to shift you onto a litter and carry you back to the house, where the surgeon will be waiting to tend to you properly.”

“Send—send for Sir Randolph Peterson, in Harley Street,” he managed to say. “The surgeon.”

“We will,” she said, her assurance comforting. He was vaguely aware of the men moving around him, making arrangements with the litter. He knew he could not lie here in the leaves forever, but he was not looking forward to being moved. The woman was right: as much pain as he felt now, he was sure to feel far more before he was done.

“Miss Wetherby?” he asked. In a way he hoped she wasn’t there, and wouldn’t see him like this. What a fetching picture he must make, covered with dirt and leaves and vomit!

“She’ll be waiting at the house, my lord,” the woman assured him. “The men are ready. They’ll be as gentle as they can.”

They might have thought they were being gentle, but Harry felt every jostle and bump with excruciating sharpness. His leg hurt more than he’d ever thought possible, hurting so much that he couldn’t even swear. He was shaking with shock and clammy with sweat, and he could sense the dark cloud of unconsciousness coming to claim him again.

“You’re a strong man, my lord,” the woman said, tucking a woolen blanket around him as if he were a swaddling babe. “A brave one, too. Here, take my hand, and squeeze it whenever you feel the pain’s too great to bear. I’ll be walking beside you, and I promise I won’t let go.”

Her hand was surprisingly soft, her fingers warm and more comforting than he’d ever dreamed a woman’s could be. She wouldn’t let him go. He felt certain of that.

She wouldn’t . . . let him . . . go . . .
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