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Chapter One
“Dash it all!”
Matthew, Duke of Blackwell, strode hurriedly across the grass towards the stalls, praying that his horse was fully prepared and readied for his jockey. He had not had any intention of being so late this afternoon, but last evening, he had drunk a little too much and had, somehow, managed to find himself in a rather disreputable establishment along with some of his acquaintances. It had been an excellent evening, but unfortunately for Matthew, the liquor had taken its toll and he had fallen into a sound sleep that had been difficult to rouse from. Waking to discover that, not only was he in the same clothes as last evening, but also that he was not even in his own townhouse had been something of an embarrassment and had brought Matthew a good deal of frustration, given that he had meant to be at the racecourse rather early to ensure that his newest mount, Beauchamp, was ready and prepared. Of course, he had not had any other choice but to return to his lodgings to wash and change his clothes, which had made him very late when it came to returning to the course.
“I must apologize,” he said, walking into the stall and expecting to see his jockey, Nathanial Rigby, standing next to Beauchamp, but—much to his surprise—he saw a small, thin young man running a brush down Beauchamp’s side. “I say!” Matthew exclaimed, slightly concerned as to who this fellow might be and wondering if it was linked to any of his rivals who could very well be seeking to discover as much as they could about Matthew’s newest purchase. “Whatever is it that you think you are doing?”
The fellow stammered furiously, dropped the brush, and stepped away from Beauchamp’s side. “I do apologize,” he said, his voice high and therefore betraying his youthfulness. “It is only that this is such a magnificent horse that I could not help but come in to see it.”
Matthew frowned. The lad was speaking in such a refined manner that Matthew wondered where the fellow had come from. He did not appear to be of the same ilk as Nathanial Rigby and certainly Matthew had never seen the boy about before.
“When did you see my horse?” he asked, narrowing his gaze just a little as he walked nearer to Beauchamp, suddenly afraid that the lad had done something to his horse that would hinder it in the race. “He has not been in a race before so I cannot—”
“Forgive me, my lord,” the boy interrupted, doing some sort of awkward bow, which seemed to involve him bending his knees as well as leaning his head forward. “The truth is, I have been seeking out a position as a jockey, and in wandering through the stalls, I thought to ask if you had someone already in place for such a thing.”
Matthew wanted to laugh aloud but restrained himself before he could do so, seeing the boy’s eagerness but wanting to tell him that no gentleman of worth would ever accept someone as their jockey simply because they wished to be so. “I see,” he said, unable to prevent a smile from spreading across his mouth. “But have you any experience, boy? Are you well known amongst the gentlemen present? Have you been to Tattersall and tried to speak to gentlemen there?”
Much to his surprise, the young boy blushed furiously, making a small stab of guilt launch itself into Matthew’s heart. The boy clearly knew that Matthew was being a little sarcastic in his questions and did not quite know how to respond. Thrusting the guilt aside and telling himself that he had no need to worry over the lad’s welfare, given that he was a mere stranger who had simply walked into Matthew’s stall without so much as a “by your leave”—Matthew cleared his throat and pinned the boy with a stern gaze. He would have to learn that, if he wished to be a jockey, then there were ways to go about such things.
“I am not well known,” the boy replied, his voice hoarse. “I have no particular understanding as to what I am to do nor where I am to go if I wish to be a jockey, my lord.”
“I believe you mean, ‘Your Grace,’” Matthew corrected, seeing how the boy’s head shot up, his eyes flaring wide, before dropping his head again. “I am a duke after all, and this is my horse.” He frowned, seeing how Beauchamp seemed to have taken to the lad, for he was busy snuffling at the boy’s pockets. “Although Beauchamp does seem to like you, I will admit.”
The boy nodded but still did not look at Matthew, one hand reaching up to stroke Beauchamp’s velvety nose. “My apologies, Your Grace,” he murmured, his face a little flushed with embarrassment. Matthew felt his anger begin to fade away, realizing that the boy had not meant any harm by coming to see Beauchamp. He was clearly just lost in his own dream of being a jockey and had not come to harm Beauchamp in any way. He studied the boy, seeing how small and light he appeared to be, with a thin frame and a delicate face. The boy clearly had not yet met with adulthood, but that would soon come upon him.
He would make an excellent jockey if he could ride.
Matthew flung the idea far from him at once. He already had a jockey, he thought, reminding himself that he had Nathanial Rigby, who had won the previous week’s race…albeit on a different horse.
“I would ensure this fellow won every single race he entered,” the boy said, surprising Matthew with the confidence that filled every word. “He needs a gentle hand, I think. He should not be tugged this way and that, nor hit with the crop. Instead, he should be allowed to ride with all speed and determination that he has within him.” The boy looked back at Matthew, one eyebrow lifted slightly. “Can your jockey do that?”
“I am certain that he will,” Matthew responded, surprised that the boy seemed to know so much about this horse after only such a short time and certainly having never seen him raced before. He frowned, thinking of how little time his jockey spent with his horses, for Nathanial Rigby had a good deal of confidence in his own ability and had eschewed any suggestion that he might want to spend some time with the mount he was to ride in whatever race was to follow.
“Tell me,” Matthew said with a small smile that told the boy he was merely being polite. “How many races have you won?”
The boy’s green eyes darted away, back to Beauchamp, and he shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the next. “I have never formally raced,” he began, spreading his hands. “I have so often been refused due to my supposed youth and inexperience, but that is the failing of them, not of my own. If they gave me the opportunity to prove to them that I can ride even more proficiently than their own jockeys, then they would see that I could do precisely what I state.”
“I see,” Matthew replied with a wry smile. “I must apologize then, that I too must do as others have done before me and refuse to accept you as one of my jockeys.” He stepped to one side and gestured to the door. “If you would, please.”
The boy sighed audibly, ran one hand down Beauchamp’s side and then rubbed his velvety nose one last time. Then, he made his way towards the door, muttering something under his breath as he passed Matthew.
“I thank you for your willingness to listen to me at the very least,” the lad said, throwing the words over his shoulder as he began to walk away. “Good day, Your Grace.”
“You speak very well for a hopeful jockey,” Matthew commented, seeing the boy turn around, surprise etched in his expression along with what Matthew believed to be a flicker of guilt. A suspicion began to rise in his mind as he took a couple of steps closer. “Tell me, what is your name? And where do you hail from? I ask only so that I can seek you out should I decide to give you the opportunity to prove yourself.”
The boy opened his mouth and then closed it again. “I come from a family that does not approve of my desire to ride,” he said eventually, confirming Matthew’s suspicions all the more. “That is why I speak well, as you have noticed.”
“And why you have not had, as yet, any particular experience,” Matthew added, seeing the boy’s jerky nod. So, the boy was from a refined family, most likely, which meant that he did not have the support of his father in seeking to be a jockey for the races. It also explained his excellent speech and manner. “So, what is your name, if you please?”
The boy turned his face away, his cheeks a little flushed. “Christopher,” he replied with a lift of one shoulder. “Christopher Leighton.”
“Leighton,” Matthew murmured, again thinking that this was an excellent name and probably came from an excellent family. “Then I wish you the very best, Leighton, in seeking to pursue what you love.” He shrugged. “If there was a way to permit you to prove yourself to me as regards riding, then I should be glad to offer it to you, but as I have said, I already have a jockey who has won races for me before.”
The boy nodded, appearing quite miserable, for his gaze remained downcast. “I quite understand, Your Grace,” he responded, inclining his head. “If you will excuse me.”
With that, he turned around and left Matthew and Beauchamp, his shoulders slumped and his steps heavy. Matthew could not help but chuckle, wondering just how long it would be before the boy was hauled into line by his father or his mother and told in no uncertain terms that he was to do as he was told without question. If his father was titled, then the boy would have to learn that a good many things came from having a place in high society. Most likely, he would forget about this desire to be a jockey and would fall into line, just as so many gentlemen had been required to do before.
Turning around, Matthew made his way back to the stall and discovered that his jockey was, finally, waiting for him inside. He showed no interest in Beauchamp, however, for he did not even go over to the horse but rather merely glanced at the stallion with apparent disinterest.
“Ah, Rigby,” Matthew said at once, gesturing towards Beauchamp. “This is my latest purchase. I believe I am the envy of a good many gentlemen.” He chuckled at this, recalling how there had been many disgruntled fellows at Tattersall when he had been the one to secure Beauchamp. “He is an excellent horse by all accounts, and when his racing comes to an end, I intend to put him out to stud.”
Rigby sighed and nodded, his eyes a little weary as he threw another glance up towards the horse.
“Do you think you will be able to win this race?” Matthew asked, trying not to be irritated by the jockey’s manner. “The Gold Cup is in a month’s time, and you know very well the prestige that comes with winning such a race.”
“Yes, I do,” Rigby replied with an air of dissatisfaction. “But if you want me to race for you, then I want a bit more coin.” He continued on as Matthew’s brows lowered. “I’ve won a good few races for you so far this year, and I don’t make as much as some of the other jockeys. And you being a duke and all…” He trailed off, arching one brow as though Matthew ought to understand precisely what was being said and what Rigby was asking for. Irritated, Matthew realized just how rude the fellow was being, particularly when he spoke to Matthew without correct deference nor any outward sign of respect.
“If you win this race, then we can consider your request,” Matthew replied tightly, feeling a faint trace of anger climb up into his heart. “As I have said, Beauchamp is an excellent stallion and should, as far as I am concerned, be able to win the race this afternoon.”
Rigby shrugged, sighed, and leaned back against the wall of the stall. “If you say so, Your Grace.”
A trifle irritated and wondering if Rigby was becoming much too arrogant, Matthew gritted his teeth and tried hard to consider what he should say next that might make Nathanial Rigby realize just how much was at stake. Just because the man had won a few races did not mean that he was indispensable. After all, he had not won every race and certainly did not show a good deal of consideration for the fact that this was precisely what Matthew wanted the most. There was a good deal of prestige that came with winning the Gold Cup race that would be run in a few weeks’ time, and despite the fact he was a duke and therefore garnered respect from others simply by having such a title, Matthew wanted a little more. He wanted his horseflesh to be known throughout England as the very best of stock. He wanted the ton to know that he had won the Gold Cup and that, in doing so, had proven himself to be an excellent judge of both creature and jockey. There was a pride about it that Matthew wanted for himself. At times, he had wondered if it was solely because he wished for the ton to see him as a gentleman in his own right, not merely as a duke who had no discernable characteristics of his own. It was, Matthew considered, not something he could easily explain, but it was there, within him, nonetheless.
“I must make myself clear, Rigby,” he said, with a firmness that seemed to catch the jockey’s attention in a way he had not done before. “This horse cost me a very great deal. I did not rush into this purchase hastily but rather did a good deal of research as to the history of the creature as well as the parentage. By all accounts, Beauchamp should win most races. Therefore, if he does not, I must question whether it is the horse or the jockey that has failed me.”
Much to his surprise, instead of looking concerned or nodding in acknowledgement, Rigby’s brows drew down low over his eyes and his arms folded across his chest. Anger flared in the man’s eyes, his jaw set and his chest working furiously.
“Are you suggesting that I am not a good jockey, Your Grace?” the man asked, sharply. “Or is it that you think this horse is too much for me to manage?”
“Neither,” Matthew replied, finding the man’s attitude to be a little less than pleasant. “Merely that I find you a little arrogant of late. You believe you will win this race having not shown any interest in Beauchamp. You have not asked to saddle him up so that you might take a turn about the grounds to familiarize yourself with him, nor have you asked me about his temperament.” Recalling what the young lad had said, Matthew gestured towards the horse. “Have you considered that your usual method of crop and a tight hold on the reins might not work well for this particular horse?”
Rigby snorted, as though Matthew were being ridiculous. “All horses react to such handling,” he said, rolling his eyes and showing such disrespect that Matthew felt his anger begin to boil within him. “I shall do just as I have always done and the horse will come in first place. There’s no need for you to doubt me.”
“Oh, but I do,” Matthew retorted angrily. “As I have said, Rigby, if you do not achieve within the first three places, then I must consider your position here. Your arrogance has begun to cloud your judgement, your self-assurance bringing you ever closer to a fall. Be careful, Rigby. All may not be well.”
Swinging about, Matthew strode from the stall and tried to keep a hold on his anger. His jockey had done him very well in these last few races, but the man’s attitude was becoming greatly displeasing. The way he spoke to Matthew was, in itself, an impertinence, but it was as though Rigby knew that Matthew did not have another jockey on hand who could take his place. Lifting his chin and letting the cool air brush away his hot cheeks, Matthew walked aimlessly, trying to keep a hold of his temper. He had meant every word he had said to Rigby, for if Beauchamp did not do well, then he had no doubt that it would be Rigby at fault.
All he had to do was wait for the race to come to an end, and Rigby’s fate would be sealed. For some reason, Matthew was already beginning to think that Beauchamp would not respond well to Rigby and that, therefore, the race would not be successful. Mayhap he was wrong, but for whatever reason, he suspected that the young boy Christopher had a better insight into the type of horse Beauchamp was that Nathanial Rigby.
Muttering darkly to himself, Matthew made his way to the end of the racecourse, allowing the time and the effort it took to walk along the path to cool his anger at Rigby’s demeanor. Mayhap everything would be quite all right. Mayhap the horse would run well and Rigby would manage to win, just as he had done before.
   
* * *
That hope faded the moment Matthew saw the horses begin to charge towards the finishing line. Beauchamp was not running well, his head held back a little too tightly, his stride shortened by the obvious discomfort that the horse was in. Rigby was not giving Beauchamp his head, trying to fight for control instead of riding with the horse. Matthew shook his head, seeing not one but three horses cross the finishing line before Beauchamp did, coming in fourth with another horse. Matthew could tell from the look on Rigby’s face that he was both angry with the horse and fearful that Matthew was about to bring their partnership to an end.
Matthew was so filled with frustration that he did not know what to do. Instead of going to Beauchamp, instead of speaking directly to Rigby and calling him out for his lack of consideration and his overwhelming arrogance, Matthew turned around and walked away. He had a good deal to think on and certainly did not want to speak rashly, but doubts were beginning to form in his mind as to whether or not Rigby would listen to any advice, acknowledge that he had been wrong, and become a meeker sort of fellow. And underneath that came the feeling that the young lad who had suddenly appeared in his stall was the right sort of person to ride Beauchamp. He had managed to get a better sense of the horse than Rigby, the experienced jockey, had done, which spoke of a true consideration of the animal.
Shaking his head, Matthew continued to walk away from the race, his mind filled with discontent. This day had not gone as well as he had hoped it would. And that, he considered as he looked up at the sky, would fill his mind with dark clouds for some time yet.





Chapter Two
“Must we go?”
Catherine hid a smile as Dinah spoke the very words that had been on her own mind for the entire morning, seeing how her mother sighed heavily at the question.
“Yes, Dinah, we must,” Lady Whitehaven replied. “It is the height of the Season! Why would we refuse to attend an event such as this? It is quite the opportunity, and most young ladies would be delighted to attend it.”
The event this evening was to be a ball, thrown by the Duke of Blackwell, who was one of England’s most eligible bachelors according to the gossip. He had a grand townhouse in London, but the ball was being thrown at his large estate near Ascot, some miles out of London. Thankfully, there was more than enough space for people to reside overnight, and Lady Whitehaven had been thrilled to receive an invitation. Unfortunately, neither Catherine nor Dinah were at all pleased.
“But it is so very far,” Dinah complained, shaking her head. “And we are not to waste our time on things that lack worth.”
Most likely, that is a repeating of something that was said during the service last Sunday, Catherine thought to herself, a slight nudge of guilt in her own heart that she had not been paying a good deal of attention that day and that she could not recall anything specific of what had been said.
“It is not lacking worth!” Lady Whitehaven stated firmly. “It is to be a wonderful evening, where both yourself and Catherine can have the opportunity to present yourselves to old acquaintances and make new acquaintances thereafter. I have hope for you both that you might yet discover a happiness with a sensible gentleman.”
Catherine just managed to prevent herself from rolling her eyes at this remark, seeing how Dinah went a slow shade of red at Lady Whitehaven’s remark. Dinah appeared to be entirely disinterested in the Season, in the same way as Catherine was, but for very different reasons. Since losing her parents some years ago, Dinah had become very devout and considered most things to be worldly and frivolous. This included expensive gowns, balls, dancing, and all other forms of entertainment, for Dinah much preferred to read quietly and to spend time praying. It was not something that Catherine had any desire to mock nor disdain, for she could not imagine what it must be like to have lost both loving parents in one horrible moment. However, this Season, since returning to London, Catherine had noticed that Dinah appeared to be a little less studious and a trifle more interested in all that went on about her. Of course, she still protested about attending balls and the like, but it was a little less vehement than before.
“We leave within the hour, so there is no need to consider complaining as though it will change my mind,” Lady Whitehaven said dramatically, as she rose from her chair in a flurry of skirts. “Although you should be pleased, Catherine. His Grace has, from what I understand, excellent stables.”
A sudden shiver ran down Catherine’s spine. “Indeed?” she replied, trying not to show the great rush of interest that had climbed into her mind. “I have never heard of it, I confess.”
“Which is to be expected, given that you show such little interest in the gentlemen of the beau monde,” Lady Whitehaven replied, clearly exasperated. “Yes, the Duke of Blackwell has excellent stables and has a keen interest in horseflesh. I believe he intends to enter the Gold Cup race this year in Ascot.”
This had Catherine’s interest flaring all the more, looking towards her mother in surprise. “Indeed?”
“I have been speaking to my friend, Lady Wimple, whose husband is, as you know, more than interested in such things,” Lady Whitehaven replied, waving a hand as though this was not of any particular interest. “Apparently, the Duke of Blackwell has a newly purchased stallion, who did not do as well as was expected in the most recent race. Not that I care for such things, but I am certain that you should be allowed the chance to see the stallion, should you ask for it.” She let out an exasperated sigh and shook her head. “But that is only to be done on the onus that you attend the ball and behave accordingly. In the morning, before we depart, I shall arrange for you to see this ‘Beauchamp’ or whatever the creature is called.” Her eyes fixed upon Catherine’s, who suddenly found herself struggling to breathe. “What say you, my dear?”
Catherine’s mind was filled with the name of the horse, realizing precisely who she had been speaking to when she had sneaked into the races and, thereafter, into a stall that contained one of the most beautiful horses she had ever seen. The man had told her that he was a duke but had not given her his full title, and she had returned not knowing the identity of the gentleman in all its completeness.
“Catherine?” Lady Whitehaven queried, looking at her with a flicker of concern in her eyes. “Is something wrong?”
“No, no, Mama,” Catherine managed to say, her voice thick as she tried to hide her surprise and sudden nervousness. “No, not at all. Thank you.”
Lady Whitehaven’s frown returned. “And what say you to my suggestion?” Her eyes narrowed just a little. “Will you behave as I ask and as you are expected? If we are to have this agreement, then you will not go and hide yourself in a corner, hoping that you are not noticed, and you will not speak brashly to any gentleman who approaches you in order to turn his interest away from you.”
Catherine found herself nodding, seeing how her mother appeared rather pleased with the outcome as her frown faded away completely. There was nothing else she could do other than agree, given that she was quite overwhelmed with the knowledge that the gentleman she had been talking to only last week was, in fact, the Duke of Blackwell. The Duke of Blackwell owned Beauchamp, and now, she was going to be attending his ball and residing in his estate overnight! It was not the ball that brought her any delight, however, but rather the realization that she would be able to see Beauchamp again. If she thought things through, then mayhap she would even have the chance to ride him.
A flurry of excitement rolled around her belly, her hands clasping together tightly in her lap. Would the duke allow her to ride Beauchamp if she asked? It would be one thing for him to agree to show her his horses but quite another for him to permit her to take one for a ride – and, most likely, Catherine realized, the duke would think her much too weak or inexperienced to ride such a horse as Beauchamp. Her excitement began to fade away as she rose from her chair and made her way to the door, excusing herself quietly with the mention that she was not quite ready to depart as yet and needed to ensure she would be prepared on time.
Hurrying up to her bedchamber, Catherine took in a deep breath and sat back down at her dressing table, looking at herself in the mirror and remembering what she had done before. In her frustration and her anger at being treated in such a differing fashion simply because of her sex, she had decided to take matters into her own hands. The courage that had been required of her had been great, and a good deal of planning had gone into her intentions, but it had all worked out very well for the most part.
She had chosen to dress as a gentleman in the hopes that she might be able to ride in the races as so many others did. However, she had thereafter realized that she would not pass for a gentleman, given her slight figure and voice, so she had decided to attempt to appear as a young lad instead of a gentleman. Binding her chest with long strips of material, she had sought out her brother’s clothes in his unoccupied bedchamber and had, much to her relief, discovered that some of his clothes from his younger days had been still hanging in the wardrobe. His shoes had been very difficult, however, for the boots did not fit her and were much too big and so she had been forced to buy a pair instead, using her pin money. She had also discovered that one could purchase a wig and had not had any qualms in doing that very thing. Her mother did not know of it, for Catherine had been most careful to hide such a thing from her, but she had cut off some of her hair in order to help her bind it up in as tight a fashion as she could. The maid, when Catherine had asked for her help, had been horrified at the request, but Catherine had been determined. Giving the maid a coin or two as a reward and as a promise for her silence had done the trick, for in the end, the maid had taken Catherine’s cut hair and disposed of it carefully so that no one would know what had happened. Catherine was still easily able to put her hair in a chignon and the like, but she had also been able to flatten her hair against her head in as intricate a fashion as she could, which had helped her to fasten the wig that she had purchased. Once fully assembled, Catherine had stared at herself in the mirror, barely recognizing her own reflection and finding it a little disconcerting that she appeared so boyish.
However, given that this was precisely what she had been intending, Catherine had felt her confidence grow as she had studied her appearance, and thus, her determination had grown fully into completion. It had been this courage that had helped her slip from the house whilst her mother was still abed and whilst Dinah was reading quietly in the library. Making her way to the races had been easy enough, for a hackney had been sought and money paid, and thereafter, Catherine had been in a world of delight. It had been more joyous than she had ever expected, for she had been able to walk amongst the gentlemen, stable hands, and jockeys without anyone giving her more than a cursory glance. She had been able to feel a part of the world that had been held back from her for so long, and it had been exhilarating.
Why could you not return to that world again?
Catherine frowned, looking at her reflection and knowing that she could very easily turn back into that young lad, Christopher Leighton, and that most likely, no one would suspect her. The Duke of Blackwell had spoken at length to her and had not even once considered that she was not who she said she was. Surely then, she had nothing to concern herself with. When the ball was in full swing or when the guests had begun to retire, she would be able to slip to her chamber, change, and then hurry out to the stables in the hope that she might see Beauchamp again and, mayhap, take him for a ride under the moonlit sky. She could do so without assistance from anyone, for Catherine knew full well how to saddle a horse and, indeed, how to brush a horse down once the ride was at an end. The duke would be caught up with his guests, and the stable hands, most likely, would have either retired or gone in search of some sort of entertainment of their own, given that they would not be required for the rest of the evening.
The very thought of it captured Catherine’s whole attention, making her stomach twist with a thrill of anticipation. If she were to do as she wished, if she were not to continue to linger in frustration and disappointment with what was both required of her and permitted for her to do, then she was the one who would have to make such changes as to allow that. Yes, there was risk, and yes, she might be discovered, but the chances were so slim that Catherine considered it to be worthwhile.
Knowing that they were to leave very soon, Catherine hurriedly began to pack up her things, hiding the wig in a hat box, which she then covered with a bonnet. Wrapping up the rest of her gentlemanly clothes, she tugged a pillowcase from the bed and thrust the clothes within. Ringing the bell, she waited for the maid to come so that she might give them her hat box and her other items, making sure that they would be well hidden within the rest of her things. Excitement began to circle up within her, and Catherine had to pace about the room in order to contain herself. She would do exactly as her mother had asked, for she would engage with the gentlemen at the ball, and she would act with as much decorum and poise as her mother desired. Thereafter, she would retire early and then would slip out as quietly as she could, once she was prepared and ready. The plan was already formed in her mind, and suddenly, Catherine found herself filled with a good deal more anticipation than before.





Chapter Three
“Good evening, Lady Whitehaven.”
Lord Blackwell bowed over Lady Whitehaven’s hand, aware that she was smiling brightly at him whilst two younger ladies stood nearby. The ball was in full swing and the guests, thus far, seemed to be enjoying themselves. His mother, the Dowager Blackwell, was also enjoying herself it seemed, for as he released Lady Whitehaven’s hand, he could hear the sound of his mother’s tinkling laugh making its way towards him.
“Thank you so much for your very kind invitation,” Lady Whitehaven cooed, clearly delighted that they had been considered. “My daughter, niece, and I are truly grateful.”
Matthew cast a quick glance over the two young ladies next to Lady Whitehaven, smiling politely but thinking that neither were particularly beautiful and certainly did not appear to be as pleased as Lady Whitehaven about this invitation, given that neither were smiling.
“But of course,” he said, gesturing towards the ballroom. “I am glad also that you can reside here until your departure in the morning. I do hope you have a pleasant evening.”
Lady Whitehaven nodded, smiled and then moved away quickly, taking her two charges with her. Matthew did not pay them any further attention, immediately turning towards his other guests. There was a good deal to do this evening, and he was determined to throw an extravagant evening that would be the talk of London and the surrounding area for at least a few weeks to come. That, at the very least, would satisfy his mother, who was continually complaining about his lack of interest in seeking a wife, even though Matthew had already informed her that he would do so only when he felt it was necessary for him to do so. After all, he had a younger brother who was married and enjoying a quiet life in the estate with his wife and small son, so if the worst was to happen then at least the dukedom would pass to someone within the family line who was possibly more worthy of it than he.
“Good evening. How very good to see you.”
Hands were bowed over, gentlemen were greeted, and still the guests arrived. Matthew found himself growing singularly weary of saying the same words over and over again, to the point that he had to grit his teeth in between greetings. His back ached from the constant bowing which was then followed by holding himself tall and straight, as he was expected to. He was finding no pleasure in this evening thus far and prayed silently that it would very soon come to a close.
By tomorrow, the guests will have all returned home and you will have done your duty for another year, he reminded himself, as the number of guests finally began to dwindle. Chin up.
   
* * *
Finally, a good hour after the first guest had arrived, Matthew finally felt as if he was able to leave his post and begin to mingle with the guests. Taking a few steps further forward, Matthew hesitated for a moment, feeling himself held back. To walk into the ballroom and begin to converse with his guests would mean that another expectation would be placed upon his shoulders. He would have to circulate throughout the room, ensuring that he danced every dance with a different young lady. Given that he was still a bachelor, most young ladies would be eager to seek him out, with a good many mothers pushing their daughters forward for him to lay eyes on. Groaning inwardly and trying to convince himself that it was only for one evening, Matthew tried to force himself forward, pasting a jovial smile on his face that he did not really feel.
“You do not look as though you are enjoying your ball, Your Grace.”
Matthew started in surprise, twisting his head over his left shoulder to see a young lady standing by the wall. The shadows were heavy there, and Matthew guessed that the person who had spoken had no desire to be seen by many. A spark of curiosity warmed his heart, and he looked a little more closely at the person standing there, wondering if he could make her out a little better. A pale complexion with dark hair was all he could see, only just managing to make out her form.
“I have a good deal of responsibility,” he replied, surprising himself with his honest response. “There is much I must do and say and the weight of it is, at present, resting heavily on my shoulders.”
There was a breath of silence.
“I believe I understand, Your Grace,” came the eventual reply. “If it is of any relief, then I can assure you that I shall not seek you out for conversation nor to bat my eyes at you in the hope of gaining your attention.” She laughed softly, and Matthew could not help but chuckle, finding her remark quite humorous.
“I presume you are one of the guests,” he replied, wondering who this lady might be. “And yet you have either eluded me or are deliberately standing away from me.”
“Not you in particular, I assure you,” the voice still remaining very quiet, although a twinge of mirth was in her words. “I will gain my courage soon enough.”
Matthew could not help but chuckle at this, aware of how difficult it could be for the quieter ladies to make their mark upon society. Again, he tried to scrutinize the face of the lady without taking another step towards her, but he could barely make out any of her features. “I must hope that, when you do, I shall be permitted to put my name on your dance card,” he said, a little surprised that this idea had not only come to him but that he had spoken it without restraint. “That shall, surely, bring you a good deal more courage.”
Silence met his word, and it was not until they began to resonate all about him that Matthew realized what the lady must think he meant. It sounded that he was simply filled with his own self-worth, telling her that she should relish the opportunity to dance with him simply because of who he was.
“I-I mean to say,” he stammered, a little embarrassed, “that your courage might grow if the other ladies and gentlemen present here this evening see you dancing with the host of this evening’s ball. Not because I believe myself to be somehow the most important fellow in the room!”
“But you are, I suppose,” came the quiet reply. “Although I do believe I understand what you mean, Your Grace. I thank you for your suggestion. I shall ensure that I keep a space for you should I find the courage to step out of the shadows.”
Matthew inclined his head, a little unsettled to discover that his face was a little flushed with embarrassment. “I thank you, Miss….” He trailed off, realizing he did not know the lady’s name and that, if he did not discover it, he would not be able to seek her out for a dance later on in the evening. Lifting his head, he made to ask her what her name was so that he could do as he intended, but as he did so, he saw that she had gone. It was as if she were a wraith who had slipped into the shadows and disappeared, leaving him filled with a sudden, urgent desire to seek her out and discover who she was. It was most mysterious for he had never had such a desire before, given that a lady had never once spoken so candidly nor so boldly to him. As a duke, most young ladies seemed to sink into the floor at his presence, their voices breathy and wispy if they tried to converse. Not so with this young lady. Without introduction, she had boldly made a remark that had both caught his attention and made him laugh, and, in return, he had been entirely honest with her about what struggles were going on in his own mind.
“How very odd,” he murmured to himself, thinking about his own reaction to the mysterious lady and wondering why his mind was suddenly caught up with her instead of fixing itself on the responsibilities that were now his. Shaking his head to himself, Matthew stepped forward and, with a long breath, went to greet two young ladies who were already making eyes at him. It was time to begin.
   
* * *
“Your Grace.”
Matthew turned around in surprise, astonished to see his butler standing near to him, although there was a deeply apologetic look on his face and his brow heavily lined.
“Jones,” he replied, frowning as he took a few steps away from those he had been conversing with so that they would not overhear him. “Is something wrong?”
“Indeed.” The butler cleared his throat, still looking deeply embarrassed. “Your jockey has appeared at the stables, Your Grace, and is making such a commotion that we are afraid that some of the guests may hear him when they retire to bed. As it is getting later in the evening, I began to worry what might occur if that was to happen.” He drew in a long breath, looking Matthew straight in the eye. “I hope you know that I would not have come to you if I did not think that it was necessary, Your Grace,” he finished, clearly a little concerned that this was precisely what Matthew was going to think. “Your jockey is refusing to leave the premises until he has spoken to you.”
Matthew let out a long, frustrated breath. He had, only yesterday, spoken to Nathanial Rigby and stated that he had decided to find another jockey in place of the man. His arrogance had grown far too much to contain, and Matthew did not like how the man spoke to him. There was no respect in Rigby’s manner nor in his words, for he considered himself to be the best jockey in all of England and would not take any advice from anyone, not even Matthew himself. If Rigby was, in fact, the most competent jockey in all of England, then Matthew might consider retaining him even with his ridiculous behavior, but Rigby was not always consistent in his competing. On top of which, Matthew had been unable to forget how that young fellow had spoken about Beauchamp with such obvious knowledge and understanding of the horse when he had only just come across the creature some minutes before. It was more than could be said for Rigby, and it was this knowledge, combined with Rigby’s lack of decorum and respect that had forced Matthew to act.
Now, it seemed, his jockey was not about to accept such a fall from grace. Even though Matthew had warned him, even though he had spoken to him about his speech and manner, Rigby had done nothing to improve himself. Therefore, it was right and fair that Matthew do as he had stated – but apparently, Rigby did not agree. And now he was making a commotion in order to either irritate or anger Matthew in some way. Perhaps as an attempt to place some sort of consequences on Matthew’s head for what he had decided to do.
“You say he will not leave?” Matthew enquired, seeing the butler shake his head. “And staff have attempted to remove him?”
“He has threatened Beauchamp,” the butler replied, his voice dropping lower. “He states that unless he speaks to you, he will injure the horse. That is why I came to fetch you, for I do not want to make any decision that will bring injury to the stallion.”
Matthew’s stomach dropped, his heartbeat quickening with anger. “I see,” he replied, shaking his head. “I shall come at once, of course. In the stables, you say.” Glancing behind him, he saw his mother, the Dowager Blackwell, looking at him askance, as though speaking with the butler was once of the most improper things one might do. Her grey hair was set beautifully upon her head, her gown very fetching, but it was the keenness of her dark brown eyes, so like his own, that had him wary of her sharp tongue. “Let me just inform the dowager what has occurred so that she might take hold of these proceedings, and then I shall be out in a moment.” He glanced about him as he made his way to his mother, seeing how the ballroom had grown a little quieter. Some of the guests had already retired, and he certainly did not want any of them disturbed by Rigby – and nor did he want any gossip about this evening to be spread by his guests!
Quickly informing his mother that there was a grievously urgent matter that he had to attend to immediately, he hurried from the room without so much as a backward glance, feeling his mother’s eyes resting on his back as he quit the room. He had no doubt that the Dowager Blackwell would do very well in bringing the proceedings to a close should he be out of doors for long.
   
* * *
The night air was colder than Matthew had expected, although a welcome relief from the stuffy air in the ballroom. Matthew could hear Rigby long before he could see him, realizing that the fellow was in his cups already. As he walked, he started violently, suddenly seeing something scurrying across his path – only to tell himself to find his courage and that it had only been a fox or some such thing. Letting out a long breath, he finally came across Rigby, who was holding onto the doorframe of the stable, his head lolling to the left.
“You have arrived, Your Grace!” Rigby staggered forward, leaving the stable door open as he came nearer to Matthew, his face lit by the moonlight. Nearby, Matthew caught sight of two footmen and one of his stable hands, clearly a little wary as they drew nearer to the drunk man, and it was not until Matthew saw the knife glinting in Rigby’s hand that he realized just why they were being so cautious.
His gut twisted as he prayed that Rigby had not harmed Beauchamp in any way. “What is it you want, Rigby?” he asked loudly, seeing how the man’s footsteps now appeared to be a little firmer than before. “Why are you here?”
“I want to be your jockey,” Rigby said, his voice echoing across the gardens and a dark look now on his face. “You have no right to–”
“I have every right,” Matthew boomed, silencing Rigby at once. “You are hired and you are dismissed depending on what I feel to be correct. Your conduct was found wanting, and now, at this present moment, you are proving to me that I was correct to do so.”
Rigby let out a harsh laugh, swiping the air with his knife as if frustrated. “My conduct was just fine,” he replied, although his voice now held a little less anger. “I was the best jockey in all of England. I knew your horses. I knew how to ride them, what they were like. And then, out of nowhere, you decide I’m no longer good enough for you?” He shook his head again, his eyes now glinting in the moonlight, making him appear almost malevolent. “That isn’t right. And there’s going to be consequences for it.”
Matthew did not know specifically what it was Rigby intended, but the steel blade in the man’s hand gave him a fair idea. However, it was not towards Matthew that Rigby began to advance but rather that he began to move towards the stable once more, backing away slowly with the knife raised.
Beauchamp.
The dawning realization about what it was Rigby intended to do hit Matthew with full force, and he began to stumble towards Rigby, who was, by now, at the stable door. He could not draw too near to the man, however, given that the man’s knife was still being held ominously out towards him as Rigby retreated. Matthew began to panic, realizing that even if he managed to reach Rigby within the stable, it might be too late to save Beauchamp. His heart thundered furiously, sweat beading on his brow as he shouted out for Rigby to stop.
The man did not listen. Instead, he pulled the door open wide, making to step through it – only for a big black shadow to come thundering out of the stable doors, knocking Rigby to the ground and flinging the knife from his hand.
Someone had saddled Beauchamp and was now riding across the gardens with him, leaving Matthew behind to deal with Rigby.





Chapter Four
Creeping out into the dark gardens at three o’clock in the morning had been more difficult than Catherine had expected. For one, it had taken her longer to bind her chest and then dress in her brother’s clothes than she had thought it would, for she had forgotten just how difficult it was to remove oneself from one’s gown without the help of a maid. Thereafter, she had needed to tie her hair back tightly and then had pressed her wig on top. Pinning it there had been a little painful, but Catherine had endured it without complaint. Sneaking from the room had frayed her nerves, but eventually, she had made it outside. Her thoughts were filled with the Duke of Blackwell, even as she made her way towards the stables. To her great surprise, she had enjoyed talking with him, even though he had not been able to see her face. Her mother, of course, had been gratified by Catherine’s conduct at the ball, for once she had gained some courage, she had stepped out into the light, rejoined her mother, and had allowed gentlemen to write their name on her card. The duke, of course, had not done so—even though he had promised to do that very thing—but she had made certain that he did not know her name nor who she was, for then he might recognize who she was when she was dressed as Leighton.
Trying to push the duke from her thoughts, Catherine had practically run into the gentleman, whilst scurrying about in the dark! She then had to rush forward – something which was much easier in pantaloons than in her voluminous skirts – and escape out of his way, only to realize that there was a matter of great severity occurring just in front of the stables.
She had hidden herself as best she could but had overheard how Rigby had been speaking to Lord Blackwell and had felt her heart leap into her throat. Rigby had a knife, which was a threat in itself, and what he was saying to Lord Blackwell made things all the worse. Torn between remaining here and doing what she could to aid Lord Blackwell or returning to the house without delay, Catherine had remained undecided until, horrified, she realized that Rigby might very well intend to hurt Beauchamp.
It was just as well that the night brought with it a good many shadows, for without them, Catherine was quite sure she would not have been able to move into the barn without being noticed. The shadows were long, and she, being both short and slim, had clung to them carefully, pushing the door ajar a little more and slipping inside.
Now, pulling the door shut closed as carefully and as quietly as she could, Catherine looked about the stables, seeing how only one horse was stabled here. Most likely, Lord Blackwell had other stables with his other horses, for it was clear that he prized Beauchamp and wanted to ensure he had everything that was required, which meant, most likely, a stable solely dedicated to the creature.
Two lanterns gave the stable an eerie glow, making Catherine shudder violently as both fear and anxiety began to melt into her bones. What was she doing? What was it she intended to do? Looking towards Beauchamp and hearing the sound of Rigby’s voice still shouting obscene remarks towards Lord Blackwell, Catherine set her shoulders and lifted her chin. She was not about to let Rigby hurt Beauchamp.
“Hello,” she murmured, seeing how Beauchamp’s ears were held up straight, snorting as she drew near. “Do you remember me?” Carefully approaching the stallion, she held out one hand slowly, taking care to be as gentle as possible.
Keeping her voice quiet for the sole reason of not being overheard by anyone outside, she crooned softly under her breath, relieved when the horse nickered quietly in response.
“Will you let me come in?” she murmured, opening the stall and running her hand down the horse’s neck as she stepped inside. Thankfully, Beauchamp did nothing other than turn his head towards her, as though surprised she had come into his stall. His head swung back violently, and he snorted at the raised voices that came from outside the stables – and Catherine knew she had to act quickly.
Grateful for the way the groom and stable hands back at home had shown her how to saddle a horse and how they had, oft times, permitted her to do it on her own, she began to saddle up Beauchamp, surprised when he did nothing other than snort in either displeasure or anticipation. Her fingers slipped on the buckles as she heard Rigby’s voice grow louder, clearly coming closer to the stables. Looking about for a mounting block, the horse ready and prepared, she discovered that there was none present. Licking her lips and trying to think clearly about what she might do, despite the growing fear in her heart, Catherine led Beauchamp out, wondering if she should just let him free in the hope that this would be enough to protect him from Rigby.
But no, it was not going to be enough. It was a risk she could not take. If she simply let Beauchamp free, then Rigby might catch his bridle or the reins and do as he intended. The memory of the knife as it flashed in the moonlight made sweat break out over Catherine’s forehead. The moment was upon her. She had to find a way.
Closing her eyes for a moment and taking in a long breath, Catherine settled her shoulders and reminded herself that she was the only one at this present moment who was able to keep Beauchamp safe. With as much strength as she could muster, Catherine put one foot in the saddle and reached up to grasp the pommel, feeling as though she were being squashed into a most unnatural shape. Her muscles screamed as they were stretched taut, her other leg now standing on tiptoe as she tried to haul herself up.
With every last bit of strength she had, and with an exclamation flung from her lips, Catherine managed to throw her leg over and haul herself up into the saddle. Breathless from the exertion, she grasped the reins and Beauchamp moved towards the door, only for Catherine to pull them tight. It was as though Beauchamp knew precisely what it was she was asking of him, for he waited patiently, even though she could feel his flanks quivering with anticipation.
Catherine struggled to keep a hold of her anxiety, her breathing ragged and her stomach tight with tension. Swallowing hard and telling herself that she had more than enough knowledge and experience with which she might do this, she held her breath and saw the door begin to be pulled aside.
The moment it was opened wide, Catherine thrust her heels into Beauchamp’s sides and he moved at once, quickly and urgently as though he could tell that something was wrong. The moment his hooves hit the grass of the gardens, he took off at speed, galloping with such a great speed that it took every ounce of Catherine’s concentration to remain on his back. Behind her, she could hear shouts and exclamations of surprise, but she paid them no heed. Bending low over Beauchamp’s neck, she gave him his head and allowed him to gallop across the gardens. The moon lit the wide-open space ahead of them, and Beauchamp seemed to relish it, for he ran for a good length of time before finally beginning to slow. Catherine, finally able to catch her breath, reigned him into a canter, beginning to feel her anxiety and her fear draining away as she began to enjoy the ride. Beauchamp was a magnificent horse, faster than anything she had ridden before and certainly more responsive than even her own mare back at home. Stroking his neck as she pulled him back into a trot, Catherine smiled despite the circumstances. This had been a wonderful night in its own way, for not only had she been able to see Beauchamp again, she had managed to take him for a ride and had felt her connection with the horse grow even stronger. This horse was bound to be a champion, if only Lord Blackwell could find a more suitable jockey.
I would have been a wonderful jockey.
The thought sent the smile from her face immediately, knowing that such a thing was very unlikely to happen. She was a woman, whether she dressed in gentlemen’s clothes with her chest bound or not. The only way she would ever be able to achieve such a thing would be if someone like Lord Blackwell agreed that she could do so – and given what he had said, she doubted that he would ever give her the opportunity.
“Hoi! You there!”
The sound of an angry voice came through the darkness towards her, and she patted Beauchamp’s neck as he slowed down to a walk.
“Your Grace,” she stammered, suddenly realizing that she had not given any consideration as to what she might say to the duke when he found that it was she who had saddled and ridden Beauchamp out into the night. “I-I do hope that you are uninjured.”
Much to her surprise, the duke’s angry expression faded immediately when he saw that it was she who was speaking. In fact, he looked utterly astonished, his eyes wide as he looked back at her in the bright moonlight.
“You,” he breathed, as she tried to jump down from Beauchamp, stumbling a little as she landed. “You—whatever are you doing here?”
Catherine’s mouth went dry as she looked up at him, trying to find something in her mind that she could use as an excuse. “I….” Swallowing the lump in her throat and aware of just how loudly and quickly her heart was beating, she came up with the only thing she could. “I have no other employment,” she said, with a small shrug that she hoped betrayed nonchalance. “Therefore, I made my way here in the hope that you might offer me the opportunity to ride Beauchamp and prove to you that I would be an excellent jockey.”
The duke let out a breath that was a half chuckle, running one hand through his dark hair and staring at her in disbelief, as though he could not quite believe what she had said.
“My goodness,” he muttered, dropping his hand and shaking his head in astonishment. “And you made your way to my stables, just in time to hear Rigby threaten consequences for his dismissal?”
Catherine pressed her lips together, knowing quite well that this sounded entirely improbable. “Yes,” she replied, hating that the lies came so easily to her lips but knowing that she had no other choice. “And I could not bear the thought of Beauchamp being so badly injured and, therefore, I scurried into the barn and saddled him so that he might escape.”
The duke eyed her carefully. “You knew then, did you, that Rigby intended to harm Beauchamp?” he asked slowly.
“I did,” Catherine replied, without hesitation. “I saw the knife and surmised that he—”
“What a relief you were so bold,” the duke interrupted, sounding truly grateful. “My goodness, Leighton, if you had not been present and sneaked in when you did, then I fear that Beauchamp might now be…” He trailed off, shaking his head as his expression twisted. “Thank you.”
Catherine managed a small smile, her heart thumping furiously despite the relief that ran through her. “You are most welcome, Your Grace,” she said, still speaking quietly. “I do hope that you will allow me the opportunity to show you that I could be the jockey for Beauchamp.” A faint hope rose within her as she saw the duke frown, wondering if this was going to be her chance to ride in the races. The only chance she might ever have.
The duke let out a long breath and then let his hands fall to his sides. “I do not think that I can refuse you after what you have done this evening, Leighton,” he replied, sending Catherine’s heart soaring to the skies. “You can see that I have decided to remove Rigby as Beauchamp’s jockey and that means, therefore, that there is the opportunity to prove yourself.” He studied her for a long moment before he continued, making Catherine fear that he was either going to refuse her or that there was something about her that betrayed the fact that she was not, in fact, a young man after all.
“Shall we say the day after tomorrow?”
Catherine’s breath flooded out of her, rendering her weak and breathless to the point that she could only nod, hardly able to catch her breath.
“Capital,” the duke replied. “You are welcome to stay here, however, until the time comes. I would not have you go back out to the village or even to London in the interim, not when you have traveled so far already.”
Appreciating his consideration, Catherine let out a long breath and then nodded. “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said, forcing her voice to work and hearing it rasping just a little. “You are very kind. The day after tomorrow, I shall be present in the stables and ready to show you that I can be the jockey you require.”
The duke chuckled, reaching forward to shake Catherine’s hand. “I believe you have proved it already, for not everyone would have been able to ride Beauchamp in such a way as you did,” he replied, waiting for her to take his hand. “However, I shall look forward to a proper demonstration in two days’ time.”
Catherine nodded and, realizing what the duke was waiting for, reached out to shake it as firmly as she could, aware of just how small her hand was compared to his. Heat shot up her arm as they shook hands, making her glad for the darkness that hid her colored cheeks from the duke’s eyes. “I thank you, Your Grace,” she replied, keeping her voice as firm as her handshake. “Might I take Beauchamp back to the stables for you?”
“I would be very glad if you would do so,” the duke replied, letting go of her hand. “Although perhaps you might lead him there instead of riding? He will need to cool down after such a gallop!”
“Gladly,” Catherine replied, taking a hold of the reins and beginning to walk away. Beauchamp followed at once, nickering softly and making the duke chuckle again.
“He certainly has taken to you,” the duke murmured, as Catherine led Beauchamp back towards the stables. “You have done a great thing this evening, Leighton. I will ensure that, even if you do not become Beauchamp’s jockey, that you are well recompensed for your actions this night.”
“I need nothing more than the opportunity you have already promised me,” Catherine replied firmly, thinking to herself that she had no doubt in her mind that she would be able to prove herself to the duke given what had just occurred. Beauchamp had responded to her every move without hesitation, evidently feeling the same contentedness as she had. It had been a fulfillment of a dream to have been able to ride him across the gardens and now to have not only the duke’s gratitude but the opportunity to return and do so again brought such a joy to her heart and a determination to her spirit that it was all Catherine could do to contain herself.
She would have to make plans to return here with all swiftness, would have to find more than one set of her brother’s clothes with which she might convince others that she was Christopher Leighton – and all within only two short days. A nudge of doubt filled her stomach, but she turned away from it without giving it any consideration whatsoever. This was to be her one opportunity, and she was not about to turn away from it now.
I shall be here again in two days’ time, she told herself, her heart filling with confidence as she walked a few steps behind the duke. And this time, I have no intention of leaving.





Chapter Five
“Ah, there you are, Leighton.”
Matthew grinned broadly at the sight of the young man, although he did not fail to notice the paleness of the young man’s face. His eyes, a vivid green, held a weariness that could not be missed, making Matthew wonder if the boy was quite all right.
“You appear to be rather tired, Leighton,” Matthew commented, a touch dryly. “I hope you have not been enjoying yourself too much at the local tavern.” He arched a brow, thinking that, most likely, the lad had spent the last two evenings at the tavern in the nearby village and had rather enjoyed himself there, knowing that the promise of work at the duke’s estate was waiting for him. Not that he had intentions of giving Leighton any sort of employment until he was certain that the lad could ride Beauchamp as well as Matthew expected, but given what he had seen previously, Matthew had little doubt that the young man would do well.
“Forgive me, Your Grace,” Leighton replied, lowering his eyes to the ground at his feet. “I had need to return to London before I made my way back here again.”
“In two days?” Matthew replied, rather surprised. “That means you returned to London one day and came back here the next!” He saw the boy nod, his eyes still downcast and felt his astonishment grow. “Little wonder that you are so weary then. What was it in London that required your attention?”
“I-I had forgotten some of my things,” Leighton stammered, clearly a little embarrassed. “I had to return to collect them.”
Matthew shook his head, wondering if this meant that Leighton would be too tired to ride well. “And are you quite prepared, then, to do as has been planned?”
“Oh, yes.” The boy’s head shot up, his eyes now glowing with a determination that made Matthew smile. “I am more than prepared, Your Grace.”
Grinning, Matthew pushed his concern away. “Very good,” he replied with a small chuckle. “Then shall we get to it? Beauchamp will need to be saddled.” He gestured towards the stables, seeing how the boy jumped slightly, evidently surprised that he was required to saddle Beauchamp also. Matthew smiled inwardly, knowing that he needed to be certain that Leighton could not only ride Beauchamp well but that he could also take care of the creature. The boy had managed to saddle Beauchamp in the middle of the night with only dim lantern light to aid him, but Matthew had not been present at the time. He wanted to watch Leighton closely, to make sure that the boy knew what he was doing.
He did not have to worry. The young man set about his task with confidence and consideration for the stallion itself. He greeted Beauchamp carefully, making Matthew’s brow arch in surprise when the horse nickered a welcome. Beauchamp seemed to be glad to see the boy again, which was something that Matthew had never seen the stallion do before. There was a clear connection between horse and rider, and that brought with it a good deal of satisfaction. Watching closely, he saw how Leighton did everything correctly, making sure the straps were tight but not pinching the horse, and how gently the bit was placed. It was clear that Leighton cared for Beauchamp in a way that Rigby had never done, for the lad’s consideration of the creature was more than apparent.
“And now, we ride,” Matthew said once Beauchamp was ready and Leighton was standing quietly by the edge of the stall. “My horse is already saddled and waiting for me. Lead Beauchamp out.”
Walking outside, he waited for Leighton and Beauchamp to appear. Leighton came out almost at once, speaking quietly to the horse as he did so. Beauchamp was quiet but clearly eager to ride, for his flanks twitched and he tossed his head with a snort, making Leighton laugh.
“Mount, if you please,” Matthew instructed, gesturing to the horse and seeing Leighton’s face pale just a little. He chuckled to himself as the boy looked all about for a mounting block, silently wondering how the lad had pulled himself up into the saddle before, for he was quite small and Beauchamp so very large. Being just about to tell the boy that the mounting block was just around the stables to the left, Matthew was silenced as Beauchamp did something utterly astonishing.
It was as though the creature knew that the boy was much too small to be able to reach up and pull himself up, for he snorted, tossed his head again, and then carefully lowered himself to the ground, his legs underneath him.
Matthew stared in astonishment. The large stallion was now waiting patiently for Leighton to take his seat in the saddle, which the lad did almost at once, laughing softly to himself as he did so. The moment he had a good seat, Beauchamp rose up again, making the boy lurch back in the saddle, although he did not lose his seat.
“Good gracious,” Matthew murmured, as the boy picked up the reins and held them gently. “That is something I have never seen before in my life.”
Leighton laughed softly, his expression matching Matthew’s own astonishment. “He must recall how difficult it was for me to mount prior to this,” he replied, riding closer to Matthew. “Beauchamp is a very intelligent creature, I am quite certain.”
“Indeed,” Matthew agreed, shaking his head to himself as he looked up at Beauchamp. The way the horse moved seemed to suggest that Beauchamp was just as comfortable with Leighton as Leighton was with him, for the horse responded to even the slightest touch from Leighton, turning quickly when the boy tugged gently on the reins.
“If you will give me a moment, I shall mount also, and then we will ride out together,” Matthew commented, thinking that he did not require a good deal more convincing that Leighton would be an excellent jockey. “There is an excellent space a little further away from the house where I have the horses trained.”
Leighton nodded but said nothing, reaching down to pat Beauchamp’s neck. Matthew, still quite surprised by what he had seen, shook his head to himself and then hurried away, reaching his own horse that had been saddled earlier and was now waiting for him. Quickly mounting, he turned around and, clicking to his mount, broke into an easy trot.
Leighton and Beauchamp followed him without a word. Matthew increased and then slowed his pace, seeing just how easily Leighton was able to control Beauchamp and finding himself quite astonished by it. Rigby had never shown such skill with any of his previous horses and certainly had not treated the horses with such consideration nor understanding. Matthew’s confidence began to increase with every step the horse took, feeling as though the chances of him winning the Gold Cup were growing steadily. If Leighton could have more time with Beauchamp, if he was allowed to develop his abilities still further, then the Gold Cup would surely be his.
   
* * *
Some half an hour later and Matthew felt completely convinced that Leighton was the right man. Beauchamp galloped faster than ever before, and Leighton held his seat without any seeming difficulty. The way he was able to speak to and control Beauchamp was remarkable, making Matthew regret that he had not given the boy an opportunity prior to this moment. The lad had shown great determination in coming to seek Matthew out, in wishing to beg an opportunity from Matthew, and in doing so had managed to secure the job as jockey.
“Excellent, excellent!” Matthew cheered, as Beauchamp came to a stop only a few feet away. “You have done a remarkable job, Leighton.” He grinned as the lad slid down from Beauchamp, breathing hard with his cheeks bright red from exertion. “Well done. I have no doubt that you will make an excellent jockey” Gesturing to two stable hands who had been watching the way Leighton rode Beauchamp across the pasture, he directed them to take his own mount and Beauchamp back to the stables and rub them down. He had the matter of the Gold Cup to discuss with Leighton.
“I thank you, Your Grace,” Leighton stammered, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand and watching Beauchamp being led away. “I am so very grateful for the opportunity and I–”
“You shall be Beauchamp’s jockey,” Matthew interrupted, wondering if the lad had not quite understood what he had said the first time. “Do you hear me, lad? The job is to be yours. You have quite proven yourself, and I have little doubt that you will prove yourself to be the best jockey in all of England.” He chuckled as Leighton stared at him in clear astonishment, his eyes wide and his mouth slack. “My hearty congratulations, lad.”
Leighton shook his head, clearly not quite able to take in what Matthew had said. “I thank you,” he whispered, emotions rifling across his features. “This is more than I ever thought possible.”
Matthew, realizing that he still knew very little about the boy other than he came from a somewhat respected family, suddenly frowned. “I recall that you spoke of your family’s displeasure in your eagerness to become a jockey,” he said, seeing the way the boy’s expression tightened. “What will they say to you riding in the Gold Cup across Ascot Heath, for that is the race you shall be competing in.” He kept the boy’s gaze, seeing how a trace of guilt ran over Leighton’s face.
“I doubt they shall even notice me,” Leighton replied, with a slight hint of frustration in his voice. “As I have said, Your Grace, they do not approve of the desire within my heart to do so, and therefore, I have had to make my own way.”
Matthew nodded, thinking quietly to himself that the lad’s family matters were none of his concern but also aware that he did not want any scandal to be brought onto his own head. If a refined family identified Leighton and cried loudly about it, then he might have rumors and gossip spreading all throughout London because of it. “I do not want there to be any repercussions, Leighton.”
The boy looked up at him, his gaze firm and direct. “There shall not be, Your Grace,” he said with such a confidence in his voice that Matthew felt his own concerns begin to drain away. “As I have said, I doubt they would even recognize me.”
Wondering if this meant that the lad had changed his name in order to remain unnoticed, Matthew shrugged inwardly and began to walk back towards the stables, gesturing for Leighton to attend with him. “The Gold Cup is the most important race of the year,” he told him, seeing how the lad hurried to keep up with him. “It is not the wealth that I care for but rather the accolade that comes with being victorious. I wish all of England to know that I breed the best of horses and secure the best of jockeys.” He chuckled, thinking of his future plans. “If Beauchamp wins the race, then I shall have what I have long hoped for,” he added, seeing Leighton nod. “And you shall – oh!”
The boy had stumbled forward, tripping over something that Matthew had not quite seen. He fell forward, his hands outstretched, but did not quite manage to prevent himself from hitting the ground, hard. The breath was pushed from the lad’s body in a loud exclamation and his cap fell to the ground.
It was not the cap that caught Matthew’s attention, however. It was the hairpiece that went with it, falling to the ground and the pins that had held it there now glinting in the sunlight.
His breath caught, his eyes widening with shock. Leighton was not as he seemed, it appeared. For a moment or two, Matthew thought that the boy had simply put on a wig in order to change his appearance so that he might hide himself from his family, but it was only as the boy began to pick himself up that he saw how the tight curls of hair were pinned to Leighton’s head….and it was in this that realization dawned.
“You…you are a woman,” Matthew whispered, one hand pressed furiously against his heart as Leighton’s head hung low over his chest, his eyes downcast and his cheeks a furious, scalding red. “Tell me I am not mistaken.” He saw how Leighton was struggling for breath, having had it knocked from him, but felt no sympathy. All he felt was anger and disappointment.
“Yes, Your Grace,” came the whispered reply, the agony of drawing in breath evident in the tight words. “It is as you see.”
Matthew closed his eyes, attempting to steady himself as he tried to take in all that had been said. Surely it could not be? Surely he had not been so easily deceived! The young lady before him had been the one to ride Beauchamp? The one who had sought him out in order to prove to him that she could be as successful, if not more successful, than any other jockey in England? He could not quite make sense of it, for a young lady did not have desires and dreams such as that! It was almost laughable.
“Everything I have told you, Your Grace, is the truth,” Leighton said, her voice now a little more robust. “Aside from the fact that I have hidden the truth of my sex from you, the rest is exactly as I have said. I seek to be a jockey. I seek to prove myself as a capable and excellent rider. My family is respectable and certainly does not accept that my desire is to be such a thing. Instead, they frown and shake their heads at me, telling me that I ought not to seek such a thing simply because of who I am. That is not, as I see it, entirely fair.” Green eyes looked back up at him now, burning brightly with an unmistakable ire, and Matthew felt himself ridiculous, wondering how he could not have seen before that Leighton was not, in fact, a young lad as he had first presumed. Now that he knew her to be a woman, he could see the oval face, the bright green eyes, and the very femininity of her. This was utterly disastrous.
“You cannot be a jockey, Leighton – or whatever your name might be,” he replied harshly, seeing how she seemed to shrink before him. “A woman can never be such a thing.”
“And why is that?” Leighton replied, practically exploding with wrath before him. “The rules state that anyone may ride in the Gold Cup – but not once has anyone of my sex been chosen to ride in it.”
“That is because they cannot do so!” The very moment those words escaped from him, Matthew realized the foolishness of what he had said. Leighton, or Miss Leighton, if that was the truth of it, had proven to him that she could do precisely what he said she could not. She had shown more skill and understanding of Beauchamp than Rigby, and certainly more than any other jockey he had seen. It frustrated him greatly that his one chance to win the Gold Cup was now being snatched from his fingers.
“You have lied to me, Miss Leighton.” His tone became angry as he realized just what the young lady had done. “You would have continued this pretense without any consideration nor care for what I thought of it. Under my very nose! Even in my employ!”
This did not seem to bring any sort of shame to Miss Leighton, however, for she simply arched one eyebrow, looking back at him without fear.
“I might ask you, Your Grace, whether you could give my position here even a moment of consideration,” she said softly, her quiet voice taking away some of Matthew’s ire. “Might you imagine what it is like to have such a passion for riding, such a love of the sport that you spend your time improving all you can, even though you know that you can do nothing other than observe.” A harsh laugh ripped from her mouth, sending Matthew’s spirits sinking to the ground as his heart began to feel the very first strains of compassion. “When you know that you are able to ride better than the gentlemen that boast about their skills to you, when you can see that you have a better seat than a gentleman who has insisted on taking a ride with you – and that, even with sidesaddle!” She rolled her eyes, letting out a long breath and looking back at Matthew without any sense of guilt in her expression. “You may have a dream of winning the Gold Cup, Your Grace, but my dream is to be able to ride without being hindered by those who say that a woman cannot do so.” She spread her hands. “Which dream has more importance, Your Grace? Yours or my own?”
For a long moment, Matthew could not answer. He looked down at Miss Leighton and saw the passion and the frustration burning in her gaze, realizing just how difficult it must have been for her as a lady of quality to even allow such a passion to rise within her. “I am not held back by my sex, Miss Leighton,” he found himself saying eventually, although the words burned on his lips. “Therefore, I cannot understand your difficulties to their fullest extent.”
Miss Leighton shook her head, closing her eyes momentarily as her lips pulled taut. “No, I do not believe that you do,” she replied, her voice soft yet filled with irritation. “No one can understand, for there are very few such as me. My own family tells me that I ought to turn from my passion, that I ought to be as every other young lady is, and yet no matter how much I think of it, I cannot allow my heart to be so.” Shaking her head again, her hands spread out wide. “Imagine, Your Grace, that someone informed you, repeatedly, that you could not compete in the races. No, more than that, that you were not permitted to even breed horses. That you could have no interest in them. That you had to turn your back on them entirely.” She held his gaze again, her eyes burning into his, and Matthew felt the last few pieces of anger drain from him. “Then imagine that the only reason that was given for such a thing was simply down to your sex. Because you were a gentleman, you could not do so. Would that seem fair to you? Or would you beat against it with all of your strength, doing all that you could to find a way to defeat such demands so that you might pursue your one passion?”
Matthew cleared his throat, knowing precisely what Miss Leighton was trying to have him understand and feeling his heart ache with the thought of having to turn his back on all that he loved. “I can see why you have done such a thing, Miss Leighton, but still I cannot allow you to be the jockey of Beauchamp, as I have already agreed.”
Miss Leighton’s lips trembled, her cheeks paling. “Because I am a lady.”
“Yes, precisely so.”
“Even though I have shown you that I can ride with greater skill and confidence than any of the other jockeys.”
“You have not proven that to me as yet, Miss Leighton,” Matthew retorted, a flash of irritation back in his heart. “You have shown me that you are better than Rigby, yes, and I will not fail to admit that you have great skill, but I cannot allow a woman to ride in the race.”
Miss Leighton spread her arms wide. “Then allow me to ride as Leighton,” she exclaimed, as though this was the solution to their problems. “I shall continue on as I am, and you shall see that the race can be won.”
Matthew hesitated, feeling the urge to agree growing within him but yet knowing that he could not do so. A woman did not ride and certainly did not race! If anyone were to discover it, then he would be the laughingstock of London.
Unless she won. Then what would anyone have to say?
“Please, Your Grace,” Miss Leighton said, sounding utterly desperate. “I know that I have done you wrong, but I meant no ill will by it. I only seek to fulfill my dreams, and this was the only way I was able to do so.”
Shaking his head, Matthew shoved one hand through his hair, his confusion mounting. “You shall remain here, Miss Leighton, for the time being,” he said, his mind uncertain about what was best to do. “You shall work as a stable hand, if that suits you.” Looking at her again and wondering if he was asking too much of a lady of respected birth, he was not at all surprised when she nodded fervently. “But you shall not sleep in the same space as the others who work in the stables, for fear that they might discover you.”
Miss Leighton’s cheeks colored, but she nodded, her hands clasping together in front of her.
“I shall have a room set aside for you within the house,” Matthew continued, still not at all certain that he was doing the right thing. “I will make some excuse or other, you need have no doubt.” Arching his brow, he looked back at her with a small, wry smile touching his lips. “If you wish to satisfy your dreams, as you state, then you will have to live as the other stable hands do, Miss Leighton.”
She lifted her chin, seeing how he was questioning her. “I have always had the intention to do precisely that,” she replied stoutly, although a question still lingered in her eyes. “What of the position?”
“I-I am not certain,” Matthew responded slowly. “I have one or two others that seek the position, and whilst I was inclined to turn them away since I believed you to be Mr. Leighton, I must now reconsider. I believe I shall ask them to ride and, thereafter, consider everything that has been set before me.” This brought his soul a little satisfaction, although he could see the disappointment in her eyes. “I must be honest with you, Miss Leighton. I do not think that there is much hope for you now, not in light of what I now know of you.”
Miss Leighton blinked rapidly, and it took a few moments for Matthew to realize that she was fighting back tears. His heart swelled with compassion for her, despite his own irritation at being so deceived, and with an effort, he pushed such an emotion back down.
“You must understand, Miss Leighton, that this is most irregular,” he finished, seeing her nod jerkily. “I should, by rights, throw you out on your ear and have you returned to your family, but for whatever reason, I have chosen not to do so as yet.” He did not want to admit it, but there was a slow understanding growing within his heart as to why Miss Leighton had chosen to do such a thing, seeing just how desperate she was to prove herself and having to admit, inwardly, that she was one of the best jockeys he had ever seen. At the same time, however, Matthew did not want to have a woman as his jockey. The thought was laughable and certainly the beau monde would have no end of gossip and whispers if they discovered that he had a female riding for him! The Gold Cup might well be taken from him, should she win and they discover the truth of her sex as he had done. He shook his head and let out another long breath, seeing as Miss Leighton picked up her wig and began to pin it back to her head. It was the same color as her hair and fell over her tightly pinned curls in the same, scruffy fashion that he had seen the first time they had been introduced. With the cap in place, she looked every inch a young lad, even though he now knew she was nothing of the sort.
“I shall await your judgement, Your Grace,” Miss Leighton replied, her voice wavering just a little. “I must also thank you for not throwing me from your house, as so many others might have done and as you would have been justified to do. If you will excuse me, I will return to the stables and begin my duties there.”
Matthew could find nothing to say, seeing her walk away with slumped shoulders and an air of sorrow about her. The truth was still swimming around his mind, rendering him quite speechless for a few moments. There was so much to think on, so much to decide upon, and yet Matthew found himself struggling to have any sort of coherent thought.
“Brandy,” he muttered to himself, thinking that a good stiff drink might do him good. Walking back to the house, he could not help but glance over his shoulder at Miss Leighton, thinking to himself that she was one of the most extraordinary creatures he had ever had the chance to meet. One of the most incredibly determined young ladies also, he had to admit, a rueful smile spreading across his face.
Now all he had to do was decide what he was going to do with her and that, Matthew knew, would be no easy task.





Chapter Six
Working in the stables was a good deal more difficult than Catherine had expected. Whilst she had always enjoyed saddling, riding, and then rubbing down her mare, she had never once had to muck out the stalls nor cart wheelbarrows full of disgusting smelling manure out of the stables. The coarse language and ribald laughter from the other stable hands had quite astonished her, bringing a flush to her cheeks more often than not. She had thought it best to remain as quiet as possible, whilst ensuring that she did her tasks with no complaints but with every ounce of her strength. Unfortunately, this had not prevented the other stable hands from mocking her, teasing the fellow they believed to be “Mr. Leighton” for being both quiet and much too hard working. Thankfully, there was one fellow who looked out for her, Mr. Griggs, who was in charge of the duties and made certain that the stable hands did as they were told. He stepped in before things got to be too much, which left Catherine with the suspicion that the duke had asked him to do just that.
Catherine, however, bore up as best she could. It had been a little over a week now since the duke had discovered the truth of her identity, and since then, she had barely seen a glimpse of him. When she had crept into her bed each night, bone weary, she had wondered if this was some sort of test that the duke had decided to thrust upon her shoulders. It was as though he was trying to have her prove that this truly was what she wanted, what she longed for, simply by having to endure the life of a stable hand. Neither had she seen any sign of the other two jockeys that the duke had been waiting for. A part of her hoped that they would not appear and that the duke would decide, even though she was a woman, to allow her to ride instead.
“Good afternoon, Your Grace.”
Catherine wiped the sweat out of her eyes and turned at once, seeing the duke stepping into the stables. Catching herself before she bobbed a curtsy, she bowed quickly, aware of just how awkward she felt. The duke was the only one who knew the truth of who she was, and the look in his eyes made her shift uncomfortably. Her scalp itched uncomfortably where her wig was pinned but, of course, she could not scratch it, making her wince as she dropped her gaze.
“You there, Leighton,” the duke said, a small smile on his face as he spoke to her. “Have Beauchamp saddled and brought around to the practice grounds. The jockey I spoke of has arrived.”
A stone immediately settled in Catherine’s stomach. “Yes, Your Grace,” she murmured, not looking up at him and feeling the weight of her disappointment pushing her into the ground. “At once.”
“I was to have two,” the duke continued, turning around and waving a hand airily. “But the second has employment elsewhere, it seems. Therefore, I have only once decision to make.” He looked back over his shoulder just as Catherine lifted her head, their eyes meeting with a sharp intensity that stole Catherine’s breath. She did, of course, find the duke handsome, for his dark eyes and thick brown hair, firm jaw and long Roman nose were appealing in every which way, but it was the look in his eyes that sent her heart fluttering. There was still a chance then that she might be chosen as the next jockey. Perhaps she had done well enough this last week to show him that this was the only thing she sought for in life. Or mayhap he was not yet convinced that this new jockey, whomever he might be, was the best sort to ride Beauchamp.
Her heart twisted as the duke turned away. There was also a chance that the duke would care nothing for her dreams and hopes and had decided instead just to find someone new. This would be his opportunity to tell her so, for if she brought the horse out to him, then there would be a few minutes for them to speak alone. Mayhap this was to be the last time she saw Beauchamp.
Her heart ached as she prepared Beauchamp, aware of just how settled he was whenever she was near him. The animal was quite magnificent in every way, and yet she felt something of a kindred spirit between them both. Something they shared. A desperation to be free, to be unrestrained. A desire not to be held back but to run with all hope and all joy. At least Beauchamp, in his own way, could have that freedom, provided the jockey was willing, whereas she was still held back. If the duke decided against her, then she would have no other choice but to return to London.
For a moment, a wave of sadness crashed over Catherine as she thought about London and her family. She had no idea as to what her mother would be thinking of her sudden and unexplained departure for even though Catherine had written a short note, stating that she had to leave suddenly to seek out an opportunity that could not be allowed to pass from her, Catherine had said nothing more. She had not told her mother nor Dinah where she was going nor where such an opportunity was. No doubt Lady Whitehaven must be making as many excuses to her friends as to Catherine’s whereabouts, for she would not dare to state the truth for fear of what it would do to not only Catherine’s reputation but to the family name. Dinah, most likely would be praying fervently for Catherine, although Catherine expected that prayer to be that Catherine would not disgrace herself and would be kept from sin.
Her smile was wry as she leaned against Beauchamp’s flank. They would not easily be able to understand the desire that held her heart so tightly. The duke seemed to show more understanding than Lady Whitehaven ever had, although that might well be because he had his own passions and could not even begin to think of what it might be like to be held back from them. When she had explained herself, she had seen how the anger in his expression had begun to fade, how he had begun to understand her. For that, at least, she was grateful.
“Get on there, Leighton!” Mr. Griggs exclaimed, making Catherine start violently. “The duke won’t be happy waiting! You’ve not even got the saddle on yet!”
Flushing with embarrassment, Catherine did as she was bade and quickly had Beauchamp ready. Leading him out of the stall and praying that the duke would make his thoughts on the matter known quickly, Catherine set her shoulders and prepared herself for what was to come.
Some half an hour later, the duke was busy watching the jockey as he rode Beauchamp and Catherine was standing a short distance away, watching both the jockey and then the duke. The duke had taken the horse from her without a word and then gestured for the jockey to mount. Catherine had made to turn away, only for the duke to command her to remain, explaining that he wanted Leighton to take the horse back to the stables when the trial was at an end.
The jockey had not so much as looked at Beauchamp before he had mounted. To him, it was just another stallion, just another horse. He had not looked into Beauchamp’s eyes, nor greeted him in a low voice or done anything to try and cement a knowledge of the creature. He had simply climbed on, tugged at the reins, and expected Beauchamp to obey.
Catherine winced as Beauchamp tossed his head, fighting the bit. The jockey had pulled it much too tight, and instead of obeying meekly, Beauchamp was fighting against it. It was something Catherine hated watching, for she knew all too well that Beauchamp did not respond to such a thing. He had to be directed with all gentleness, not with force.
“You wince, Miss Leighton.”
Catherine swallowed hard as the duke turned, wandering over to her.
“You do not approve of the jockey’s ways?” His eyes were inquisitive, his voice questioning, and Catherine did not feel any urge to hold back.
“I believe he is being much too rough with Beauchamp,” she told the duke, looking up into his face and seeing how his gaze flicked to the jockey and back again. “Beauchamp needs the bit, yes, but he cannot be controlled through pain. A gentleness and respect is what he needs.”
“And you believe that force does no good,” the duke replied, a frown appearing between his brows. “Beauchamp is a stallion and a strong creature at that.”
Catherine shook her head, refusing to accept the duke’s words. “A strong creature does not need brute force to restrain it,” she replied carefully, aware of how her heart had quickened somewhat. “It needs understanding and, with that, careful direction. You know that Beauchamp responds well to me, Your Grace. That is because I understand what he needs in order to run well.”
The duke sighed and ran one hand over his eyes, his lips pulled into a thin line. It was as if he were battling with his own thoughts, as though he knew that she was right in all that she was saying but did not want to admit it. As if he wanted to find some fault in her words and prove, in some way, that the jockey he now had was the best rider for Beauchamp. His mouth moved but no words came out. He dropped his hand and frowned, turning his head back towards Beauchamp.
“Take Beauchamp back,” he muttered eventually, hailing the jockey to return. “No. Instead, take him for a gallop across the meadows and then return him.” He gave her a wry smile. “I can see just how much you long for such a thing. I shall speak to the jockey and give him the suggestions you have made for the next time he takes Beauchamp out. Mayhap there shall be some improvement.”
Catherine nodded but did not feel a great surge of joy at the suggestion. It was clear in her mind that the duke had decided against her. Even though the jockey, at present, was not the best, he was, according to society, much more suited to the position than she—simply because he was a man. The jockey did nothing more than give her the briefest of glances before throwing her the reins, leaving her to walk away with Beauchamp in order to find a place to mount.
“My stable hand has some suggestions as to how you might work better with Beauchamp,” she heard the duke say. “If we could first begin to–”
“Begging your pardon, Your Grace,” the jockey replied, a sneer already in his voice. “But I doubt very much that a stable hand has much to say about riding a stallion! He’s nothing more than a boy!”
Catherine closed her eyes but kept walking steadfastly onwards. No one was going to listen to her save the duke, and even that was not enough for him to consider her a suitable jockey.
“I believe it would be best if you listened,” she heard the duke say, before she drew too far out of earshot to hear any more. Finding something with which to stand on, she made to climb over Beauchamp’s back, only for the horse to settle down again, lying down as he had before with his legs underneath him, so that she might swing her leg over with ease.
“Thank you,” she murmured, leaning back as the horse rose to its feet. “You are quite a magnificent creature, Beauchamp. I am only sorry that I cannot have the chance to prove to all of England that you are the very best racehorse ever to be seen.” She patted his neck, and Beauchamp let out a soft whinny. “Now,” she murmured, her feet securely in the stirrups. “What say you to a proper gallop?” She pressed her heels against his sides, and Beauchamp was off in a moment, making Catherine laugh despite her sadness over the duke’s apparent rejection of her. Glad that she had taken to pinning her wig down with a good many more pins than before, Catherine threw herself into the gallop, enjoying every moment and feeling such a sense of freedom that she wanted to laugh aloud. Even if she had to return to London, even if she had to go back to that life that she despised, she would forever be grateful that the duke had given her the opportunity, at least, to be able to ride Beauchamp across his land. Slowing the horse to a trot, Catherine felt her heart swell within her, thinking that the duke was, despite his reluctance, a kind sort, who clearly gave things due consideration even if he did not agree to what she wished for.
What he would think of her if he knew that she was the daughter of Lady Whitehaven and had escaped from her life in London, she could barely imagine! Most likely, he would be horrified, for whilst he knew she came from a respectable family, he would not think her to be from one of nobility.
As Beauchamp slowed to a trot, Catherine sighed heavily to herself. She would not have much time left here. Sooner or later, the duke would come to her and state that he had decided she could not be his jockey and would send her on her way. She would have to return home, would have to sneak back into the house and change before her mother saw her. Quite what her mother would say at her return, Catherine could not imagine, for Lady Whitehaven would be somewhere between anger and relief. A stab of guilt pierced her heart as she thought of how worried Lady Whitehaven would be. Perhaps she ought to find a way to write to her mother, to assure her that she was safe and untainted by scandal.
“You there, hurry up!”
The new jockey was waiting for her, his eyes flashing as he gestured for her to bring in Beauchamp. “I saw you out there, riding Beauchamp. How dare you?” Pulling his hand back, he made to slap her across the face, making Catherine stumble back, one hand raised in defense. The hand came crashing down hard, catching her and leaving a sharp sting in its wake.
“The duke permitted me to do so,” she protested, rubbing at her cheek and seeing the jockey glare at her. “I did nothing wrong.”
“Lies!” the jockey hissed, his brows low over his small grey eyes. “You think you are better than me, giving His Grace suggestions about what I can do to improve? You know nothing! Nothing!” Without warning, he slapped her again and Catherine cried out in pain. “Do I make myself clear?”
Catherine could barely speak, her anger and her pain burning hotly within her. She had never been treated as such, and did not know what to do. The jockey descended on her again, only for Mr. Griggs to come out of the stables and shout aloud, catching the jockey’s attention.
“Is something the matter?” he asked, giving the jockey a dark look as he walked over to them both. “The lad’s not upsetting you, I hope, Mr. Healy?”
The jockey laughed harshly. “Not now that he knows his place,” he replied harshly. “He won’t be taking liberties with the duke’s horses again, that’s for sure.” He sniffed haughtily and looked back at Mr. Griggs. “And who might you be?”
“Griggs,” Mr. Griggs replied, his eyes darting across to Catherine as she felt blood begin to trickle from her nose and made to stop it with her sleeve. “I look after the duke’s stables…and those who work for him.” He lowered his voice, his expression darkening. “And that lad, Leighton, gets to ride Beauchamp whenever the duke says, Mr. Healy. There isn’t a bad bone in that boy’s frame. He works hard, and he speaks the truth.”
Mr. Healy made to scoff at this but was prevented by a sharp finger being dug into his chest.
“You keep your hands off him, sir,” Mr. Griggs finished, his voice low and threatening. “Else I’ll be speaking to the duke himself about what you’ve been up to, and he’s much more inclined to believe someone who’s been here for years than someone who’s only just turned up in the last day or so. Do you understand me?”
Catherine winced as she dabbed at her nose, relieved that Mr. Griggs had stood up for her in such a way. Refusing to be cowed, she looked back at Mr. Healy as he glared at her, although a good deal of bravado was gone from his expression.
“Very well,” the jockey muttered, lifting his chin and turning away. “But I don’t want any more advice from that lad. I don’t need any. That horse knows what to do and just doesn’t like doing it. He’ll come around soon enough.” A dark smile glittered across his face, sending nausea instantly into Catherine’s stomach. “They always do.” And with that, he turned around and left Catherine and Mr. Griggs standing by the stables, leaving Catherine feeling more certain than ever that the Duke of Blackwell was making a terrible mistake in hiring Mr. Healy as his jockey.





Chapter Seven
“I hear you have a new jockey!”
Matthew grimaced, not really wanting to talk about the failure that appeared to be Mr. Healy.
“What was wrong with Mr. Riley?” asked another of his friends.
“Rigby,” the first corrected with a roll of his eyes. “It was Rigby, was it not?”
“Yes,” Matthew interrupted before the discussion could continue any further about what the correct name of his former jockey was. “It was Rigby.” He shrugged, not wanting to go into particulars. “He became a little too sure of himself. Wouldn’t take a telling.”
The first of his friends, Lord Brighton, nodded understandingly. “That’s never a good sign. You did right to let him go if he was turning into that sort of arrogant chap.”
“And how is this new jockey of yours doing then?” asked the other, Lord Richardson. “Healy is known to have a good seat, at the very least.”
Matthew considered this for a moment, remembering how Mr. Healy had managed to keep his seat as Beauchamp had reared up, fighting against the bit that Healy was so determined to use with every ounce of his strength. He winced, hating how Beauchamp had reacted and becoming quickly aware that what Miss Leighton had said was quite true. He had brought an end to that session very quickly and had asked Miss Leighton to allow Beauchamp a short gallop across his land before returning him to the stables, as he had done every time Healy had taken the horse out. She had nodded and done as he had asked, and within a few minutes, he had seen her thundering across the grounds. To everyone else, it just looked like the stable hand had been granted a boon by the duke, with a few commenting that the lad could ride very well, whilst he himself knew that it was not a boy that rode Beauchamp but a young lady. A young lady whom he had been trying and testing for over a fortnight now.
“Blackwell?”
Matthew jerked in his seat, realizing all too quickly that he had been distracted by his own thoughts. “My apologies,” he muttered, a little embarrassed. “The jockey has a good seat, yes, but I am not yet certain that he is the correct jockey when it comes to Beauchamp.”
Lord Richardson grinned, his eyes alight with good humor. “This is the horse you believe will win the Gold Cup,” he said, as Lord Brighton nodded firmly, as though to reassure Lord Richardson that he was correct. “Finally, after all your years of trying, you will be able to have the acclaim that you have been seeking.”
Matthew grunted, his hopes slowly beginning to sink within him as he recalled just how Beauchamp had fought against Healy’s firm hand. “I have wanted to win that Gold Cup for the last few years and have never even come close to having the winning horse,” he agreed, shaking his head. “But with Beauchamp…” He trailed off, wanting to say that he felt as though he had the opportunity to win but feeling that to do so would only lift his friends’ expectations.
“Beauchamp is a magnificent creature by all accounts,” Lord Brighton interrupted, looking at Matthew in surprise. “Is something the matter with him?”
“No, no,” Matthew muttered, running one hand through his hair. “It is not the horse.”
A slight pause hung over his head before one of his friends finished the sentence for him.
“Then it is the jockey,” Lord Richardson said, as Matthew let out a long breath. “Listen, Blackwell, there is no shame in allowing a second jockey to go from your employ if you do not believe him to be the right fellow for the job. He will find new work almost immediately, given the time of year, so you need not feel any guilt over the matter.”
Matthew nodded, sighed, and ran one hand down over his face before looking speculatively at his two friends. “The truth is,” he admitted, “that I believe I have found a jockey that is more suitable by half than either Healy or Rigby. However, the person in question has never ridden in a race before.”
Lord Richardson’s face fell at this, although Lord Brighton continued to look hopeful.
“Why should that matter?” Lord Brighton asked with a shrug. “All jockeys have to have a first race. If they do better with Beauchamp than the other two jockeys then why is there any problem?”
Matthew hesitated, biting his words back before he could tell Lord Brighton the truth.
“I suppose Lord Brighton is correct,” Lord Richardson added slowly, his expression changing to one that held a little more hope. “But if he is inexperienced, that is certainly not to your advantage.”
Nodding, Matthew hesitated again before spreading his hands. “I have a dilemma, gentleman,” he said, glancing around Whites but seeing no one present that could overhear him. “Either I put a brand new jockey in the race for the Gold Cup, or I put my experienced jockey in the race. The first is better with Beauchamp than the latter, for it is as though he understands Beauchamp in a way Healy does not.” Shrugging, he let another sigh issue from his mouth. “I do not want to make the wrong decision.”
There came a few moments of quiet as his two friends considered this, with Matthew looking from one to the other in the hope that they might make the decision for him.
“I believe you already know what the right decision would be, Blackwell,” Lord Brighton said eventually, tipping his head to one side and frowning in Matthew’s direction. “But for some reason, something is holding you back from it. Is that not so?”
Closing his eyes, Matthew let out a long breath and found himself a little irritated that his friend could see his struggle so well. “I suppose that might be true,” he admitted heavily, wishing he could say more and express the truth about Miss Leighton. “The inexperienced jockey it is then.”
Lord Richardson grinned. “And I might have to reconsider betting on you to win,” he chortled, making Matthew wince ruefully. “With Healy, I thought it almost a certainty, but now…” He clicked his tongue and shook his head, although a grin curved his mouth at the same time.
“You have not seen Healy with Beauchamp,” Matthew replied grimly. “If you had, then you might already be considering removing your bet for the Gold Cup at Ascot.” He shook his head, hearing Lord Richardson’s shout of laughter. “It is only a few weeks away. I suppose I should return to the estate and begin to prepare the new jockey for what is to be their first race.” And the last, he told himself firmly, for if the new jockey won the Gold Cup then that would be a fulfillment of both her dream and his. Even if she did not win, Matthew did not think that he could continue to risk having a woman ride in the races. Once would be more than enough, and the only reason he was willing to allow it for the Gold Cup was simply because of his hope that he might, in fact, win.
“We will see you back at Whites soon, I hope,” Lord Brighton said, getting to his feet as Matthew rose. “I know it is some distance away, but it has been some time and the Season–”
“The Season does very little to interest me, as you know.” Matthew grinned. “Much to the chagrin of my mother!”
Lord Richardson chuckled. “Where is your mother at the present?” he asked, knowing how Matthew disliked having his mother’s continued urgings to go through all of society and find himself a bride. “Was she satisfied with the ball?”
“Very,” Matthew replied with a small smile. “She is returned to the Dower House, safe in the knowledge that I am still particularly eligible and still manage to garner a good deal of attention.” He sighed in exasperation, wishing his mother could understand that it was not a vapid young debutante that he wanted for a wife but rather someone who held something of the same passions as he. “She may insist that I go into society a little more the next time she comes to visit, but for the time being, I am safe.”
“That is a relief then,” Lord Richardson grinned, getting up to shake Matthew’s hand. “Although if I ever come across a young lady with just as much as a passion for horseflesh as you, then I shall immediately send her to your estate with a note that states you must marry her immediately!”
Lord Brighton and Lord Richardson laughed aloud at this, and whilst Matthew tried to join in, a sudden thought crept into his mind. The thought was of none other than Miss Leighton, whom he knew came from a respectable family. She clearly had a deep, overwhelming passion for horses and was yet unmarried. A memory of how she had looked when the wig had fallen from her head came back to his mind with startling accuracy, reminding him of her vivid green eyes and dark tresses. Her oval face and slender neck had made him immediately realize that she was a young lady, his heart quickening at the recollection.
“Blackwell?”
Giving himself a slight shake, Matthew grinned and shrugged. “I was just thinking of how little chance such a thing has of ever occurring,” he stated, making his friends laugh. “But yes, I must return to the estate. It is growing late.” Making his farewells and promising to return soon, Matthew quickly made his way out of Whites and back towards his awaiting carriage. The return journey to his estate would take an hour at the very least, although possibly more in the dark, but he did not feel any desire to stay in London. He could easily go to his townhouse and reside there overnight, but now that his mind was made up, now that he had decided that he would risk allowing Miss Leighton to ride, he wanted nothing more than to tell her of his decision immediately.
It would mean asking Mr. Healy to leave his employment also, but Matthew found no particular qualm with such a thought. The fellow was much too brutal with Beauchamp and fought against the horse constantly instead of working with him, as Miss Leighton had suggested. It was yet another example of how the arrogant jockey believed that he had no need to accept advice from anyone for his way was the best and the only way.
Rolling his eyes, Matthew stepped into the carriage and rapped on the roof, settling back against the squabs as the carriage began to roll away. He would be home soon, and now that he had made his decision, his mind seemed to be a good deal more at ease. Miss Leighton would ride Beauchamp in the Gold Cup. He could hardly wait to tell her.
   
* * *
It was not until early the following morning that Matthew found himself able to go in search of Miss Leighton. They had arrived home much too late for such a thing to occur last evening, for most of the staff had already gone to their beds and were sound asleep. The butler and one or two of the footmen had been waiting for his arrival, and Matthew had sent them to their beds almost at once, stating that he could very easily take care of himself. He had found it difficult to sleep well unfortunately, and he had tossed and turned until he could take it no longer and had risen from his bed.
Now, bright and early and feeling a good deal of confidence in his decision to hire Miss Leighton as his jockey, Matthew approached the stables and walked inside – only to discover Mr. Healy slumped in the corner. His eyes were closed, his mouth ajar and a loud snore emanated from him. Matthew frowned and took a few steps closer, immediately able to surmise what was wrong with the jockey.
“Healy,” he said loudly, his voice filling the stables and making some of the horses whinny and stamp their feet in surprise. “I say, Healy!”
It took a few minutes and a sharp stab of Matthew’s booted toes into Mr. Healy’s side before the fellow opened his eyes. Matthew looked down at the man grimly, his frustration growing all the more. He had done the right thing in deciding to let Mr. Healy go from his employ, it seemed. The jockey should already be awake and preparing for his day’s work, but instead he was draped across the corner of the stable, clearly trying to remove himself from the fog of drunkenness that surrounded him even still.
“Get up,” Matthew said loudly, seeing Mr. Healy struggle to his feet, swaying slightly as he did so. “Healy, you are to leave this house this day. I will have no man in my employ behave in such a fashion.” He turned, only for Mr. Healy’s wheedling voice to reach him.
“Forgive me, Your Grace,” Healy whined, taking a stumbling step forward as Matthew turned back to look at him with a dark frown. “It was just a mistake. One night of revelry, that’s all.”
Matthew sniffed coldly. “I hardly think you will be fit to ride Beauchamp today, Healy,” he stated, seeing how the man staggered back. “Therefore, that is a day gone where I shall have to pay you wages whilst you do nothing to earn them!” He shook his head, his decision made. “No, you are to leave my employ this very day. If you go by this evening, then I shall make certain to write you a decent reference.” He turned away, making to walk to the door, only for something heavy to hit him hard right between the shoulder blades.
Something that left a dank and disgusting odor all about him like a cloud. Horrified, Matthew turned around sharply, only for Healy to throw yet another clod of horse manure towards him. This one splattered against the front of his coat, the residue making Matthew’s stomach twist.
“How dare you!” he shouted, as Healy reached for another clod; his aim surprisingly accurate for one so lost in liquor. “Healy, if you dare throw another then I shall—”
The man ignored him, throwing yet more which Matthew had to dodge. Making for the door, he almost bumped into Mr. Griggs who, with one look at Matthew, seemed to know precisely what was going on. He hurried into the stables and grabbed Healy, marching him to the door with one hand pressed up behind his back. Matthew, still shocked by what had just occurred, could only lean heavily against the stable wall, watching as Mr. Griggs handed Mr. Healy over to two other stable hands, giving them quick instructions as to what they were to do.
“I presumed he was to leave this property, Your Grace,” Mr. Griggs commented, hurrying back towards Matthew. “I did not do wrong, did I?”
“No, indeed you did not,” Matthew replied, pulling off his coat and giving it a small shake, fearing that it was entirely ruined. “Healy is no longer employed here.” He watched Mr. Griggs closely, seeing how a tiny quirk of his lips betrayed his apparent agreement. “You did not care for Mr. Healy?”
Mr. Griggs, who was always a fairly staid chap, turned to Matthew and, as he often did, spoke without hinderance.
“No, I did not like him, Your Grace,” he stated, firmly. “He didn’t treat other folk well at all. I had to pull him away from the stable hand only a few days ago. Left that lad’s face as red as could be.” Shaking his head, he stretched out his hand for Matthew’s coat. “Should I take that inside for you, Your Grace?”
Matthew blinked rapidly, a stone settling in his stomach and immediately weighing him down. “You say that Healy hit the lad?” he asked, handing the coat to Mr. Griggs. “On what account?”
Mr. Griggs shrugged. “Didn’t much like how the lad knew more about Beauchamp than he did,” he replied with a quick jerk of his head. “I know you asked me to keep an eye out for the lad, Your Grace, and I’m only sorry I didn’t get there sooner.”
Matthew shook his head, not wanting Mr. Griggs to feel any guilt whatsoever. “It is not your fault, Griggs,” he told him, slowly becoming aware of just how smelly he now must be. Sighing, he gestured to his coat. “Might you take that indoors? And ask a bath to be prepared, if you please. I must find Mr. Leighton and then shall return inside.” He let a small smile touch his lips as he caught sight of Miss Leighton making her way from the house towards the stables, her head bowed low. “Leighton is to be the new jockey.”
Mr. Griggs said nothing, although he did not display any sort of surprise. Instead, he merely nodded, bowed quickly, and then hurried off to the house, although Matthew felt certain that Mr. Griggs approved of Matthew’s choice. His heart began to fill with a sense of anticipation as he made his way to intercept Miss Leighton, wondering what her reaction would be.
“Leighton!” he called, seeing her head jerk up, her eyes widening as she saw him coming closer. “Leighton, I must have a word with you.”
Miss Leighton, her wig and cap carefully in place, stopped at once and kept her head bowed. “Your Grace,” she said, her soft voice displaying a touch of hesitation. “Is something wrong?”
“No, indeed not,” he replied, a smile plastered across his face. “Why should it be?”
He saw how she glanced at his chest and then looked up into his eyes for a moment, her lips pressed tightly together as a flush of color began to creep up into his face – and realized precisely what she meant. One glance down at his crisp white shirt told him that some of the horse manure that Healy had thrown had splattered across his shirt and, no doubt, carried a good deal of odor with it. His own embarrassment mounted as he cleared his throat, trying to push the knowledge of how he must look from his mind.
“Mr. Healy has been let go from his position here,” he told her, seeing how her eyes caught his, widening slowly as he spoke. “I have decided, Miss Leighton, that I shall permit you to ride in the Gold Cup race this year.” Spreading his hands wide, he shrugged. “It may be that 1816 will be the year that a woman wins the Gold Cup across Ascot Heath.”
A smile filled his heart as he saw how Miss Leighton reacted. She had now gone quite pale, the flush gone from her cheeks, and her eyes searching his face as though she might find some sort of untruth hidden there. Her hands were tight in front of her, clasping and unclasping together as if waiting for him to turn around and state that he had not meant a single word.
“You are to be my jockey for the Gold Cup, Miss Leighton,” Matthew said again, wondering if she was ever going to speak. “If you will accept the position.”
Miss Leighton’s eyes suddenly filled with tears, and she looked away, her head bowed low. “I will,” she replied hoarsely. “Yes, of course I will. Thank you, Your Grace.” Her head lifted, and she looked at him again. “Thank you.” The words were spoken with such genuine spirit, with such obvious gratitude, that for a moment, Matthew felt himself a little embarrassed to have garnered such a thing by what was a simple decision.
“You cannot know just how much this means to me,” she continued, stepping forward and, to his surprise, grasping his hand with hers. “Your Grace, it is more wonderful than I ever believed it would be.”
Something began to snake up his arm from where her fingers touched his skin, sending a strange lump to his throat. Clearing it away, he smiled briefly and stepped back so that her hands fell to her sides. “But of course, Miss Leighton,” he said firmly, trying to speak through the strange emotion that was swirling through him. “We shall begin this very afternoon. Ensure that Beauchamp is ready at three o’clock precisely.”
She nodded, a smile beginning to spread across her face. It was, Matthew considered, one of the most joyous smiles he had ever seen. “I shall, of course,” she replied, dropping into a curtsy – which looked quite ridiculous given the fact that she was dressed as a stable hand – and then she tried to correct it by almost falling into a bow. Flushing crimson, she ducked her head and turned away, hurrying towards the stables in evident embarrassment and happiness.
Matthew chuckled and shook his head, rubbing at his forehead. He hoped to goodness he had not made the wrong decision, for this Gold Cup race meant more to him than anything else in the world. He wanted to win, wanted to prove to himself, to his mother, to his friends, and to all of the beau monde that when it came to horses, he was the one who had the greatest knowledge, the greatest experience, and the sharpest eye.
Gratified, Matthew turned on his heel and walked back into the house, his nose wrinkling in disgust as he caught another whiff of the stains of horse dung that clung to his shirt. He would need a long bath to rid himself of that particular smell and hoped that the coat was not entirely ruined. But, at the very least, Healy was gone and Miss Leighton now in his place – and that brought Matthew a good deal of satisfaction.





Chapter Eight
“Again.”
Catherine bit her lip but turned Beauchamp around obediently. She had been overwhelmed with delight when the duke had told her that she was to ride Beauchamp at the Gold Cup race across Ascot Heath, but now that she was under his thumb when it came to training and practice, Catherine found that she was beginning to resent his heavy handedness. She was fully aware that under his employ she had very little else to do other than obey, but still it grated on her.
“Beauchamp is not tired yet,” the duke said with a small smile that did nothing to lift the dark expression from his face. “We shall have at least another hour or so.”
Catherine rolled her eyes as she looked away from the duke, aware of how the light was beginning to fade. She had been out with Beauchamp this afternoon already, only for the duke to have been called away to greet his mother who had appeared unexpected. Catherine had returned to her duties, not expecting to see the duke again until the following day, but he had surprised her by appearing at the stables late in the day, when she had been considering retiring to bed.
“Yes, Your Grace,” she muttered, keeping her frustrations as hidden as she could. The other stable hands would have gone to their own beds by now and only a few staff would still be in the house, ready to ensure the duke had everything he needed when it came time for him to retire. Her body was sore and aching in places from the hard work that came from being in the position of stable hand, which was not something that she expected the duke to understand.
Her scalp itched furiously again as she wheeled Beauchamp around, aware of just how much she longed to let her hair free. How good it would feel if it could blow wildly in the wind as she rode instead of being confined to the tight pins that she had become so used to putting her tresses in. Glancing all about her, she suddenly had a thought.
“Whatever is keeping you?” the duke said, sounding irritated. “Come now, Miss Leighton. We do not have all evening!”
Catherine bit back a retort that said that, yes, in fact, they did have all evening for she had nothing else to attend to, and the duke himself appeared to have nothing else to detain him either, attempting to put a small smile on her face.
“If you would give me a moment please, Your Grace,” she murmured, tugging the cap and then the wig from her head and wincing as some of the pins went with it. Carefully setting the cap in her lap and looping the reins over her wrist, she reached up and began to pull her pins out one at a time, setting them in the cap until finally, her tresses fell down about her shoulders. A long sigh of relief rolled from her lips, making Beauchamp snort with evident understanding that she now felt a good deal better than before. Rolling up the cap, she secured it closed with a final pin and then urged Beauchamp a little closer to the duke.
“If you would be so kind as to place this on the ground nearby, so that I might pick it up on my return, I should be grateful,” she said, handing her cap to the duke and finding herself a little surprised by the look of astonishment in his eyes. “Forgive me, it can be most uncomfortable to keep one’s hair in such a fashion, and since it is growing late, I did not think that anyone would notice me.”
The duke licked his lips but said nothing, reaching up to take the cap from her. Their fingers brushed, and Catherine felt a jolt shoot up into her heart, although the duke appeared not to react in any way. A little embarrassed, Catherine raked her fingers through her hair, letting her tresses fall a little more naturally. It was more than a relief to have her hair so freed. Glancing down at the duke, she saw the strange look in his eyes but did not allow herself to think of it for long. Perhaps he was just a little surprised at her boldness.
“Your Grace, I am now prepared,” she told him, moving Beauchamp back to the starting line and making ready to crouch over the saddle. Catherine noticed it seemed to take the duke a few moments to gather himself. Glancing at him, she saw how he raised his hand and looked up at her, making sure she was prepared, before dropping it like a stone. Squeezing her heels into Beauchamp’s side, Catherine bent low as Beauchamp took off like an arrow from a bow, just as he had done every single time before. There was no need to urge him to go faster, no requirement for her to beat him with a crop or the like, for he already had the desire to run as fast and as far as he could. It was only when they reached the end that she turned Beauchamp around and, in a gentle trot, rode back towards the duke.
For whatever reason, the duke now appeared to be a little lost as to what he was going to say to her. He cleared his throat a good three times before he was able to say anything, with his eyes darting from one place to the next instead of up into her face. It was all a little odd.
And then, her stomach dropped to the ground. Was she not doing as well as he had hoped? Was this the reason for his uncertainty? “I-I can do it again,” she found herself saying, her words tumbling over each other. “If that was not good enough, then I would beg of you to allow me another opportunity, Your Grace.”
“You did very well, Miss Leighton,” the duke said quickly, passing a hand over his eyes for a moment and confusing her all the more. “My apologies. I have been putting you through your paces rather hard, I think.” Another small smile, which was vague and not at all in her direction, came across his face. “It is only because the race is less than a fortnight away and it is only now that I have found the jockey Beauchamp needs.”
Catherine frowned, resisting the urge to state that the only reason the duke had taken so long to find the correct jockey was because he had refused to give her the opportunity until earlier that day. She could not quite understand why he had a large dung stain on his shirt nor why he was not wearing a coat, but the joy of what he had told her had overcome all such questions. However, looking at him now, Catherine realized that he was still uncertain about whether or not he had done the right thing.
“I will not fail you, Your Grace,” she told him, wanting to give him some sort of reassurance. “You must see how well Beauchamp and I work together.”
The duke sighed and nodded, running one hand through his hair. “Indeed,” he admitted, a trifle more heavily than she had hoped. “I will not pretend that it does not feel rather wrong to have a woman riding in the Gold Cup, but at the very least, no one need know that such a thing will be.” He shrugged, and Catherine felt a sting stab at her heart. “To everyone watching, you shall simply be Mr. Leighton.”
“Mr. Leighton,” Catherine repeated, trying to tell herself that it did not matter whether or not the ton knew that a woman had won the Gold Cup, if such a thing was to happen. The only thing that she needed to consider was that she was being given the opportunity to fulfill her dream, regardless of whether she was known to others as her true self or not.
“We shall have to practice each day, as we have done today,” the duke continued, clearly unaware of her internal struggles. “The evening suits you best, I think?” He tipped his face up to hers, and despite herself, Catherine felt a sudden tugging of her heart.
“I shall be ready to practice whenever it suits Your Grace,” she murmured, angry with herself for feeling anything other than respect for the duke. She had no reason to notice the alluring darkness of his eyes, made all the more so by the fading of the light all around them. Nor did she need to notice his stature, nor his strong jaw nor thick mane of hair. That would only complicate matters.
“You appear to be a little more at ease this evening, I will say,” the duke murmured, coming over to her and holding up his arms, evidently expecting her to dismount. “Mayhap it is because you are free to be as you really are.”
Catherine swallowed suddenly, feeling a twist of nervousness rise up in her as she swung one leg over and leaned down to brace herself against the duke’s upper arms. He helped her down with ease, his hands about her waist as he set her down on the ground again.
“I do not know what it is about you, Miss Leighton, but you appear to be a good deal freer with your hair as it ought to be,” he said softly, his hands lingering for just a moment too long. “Mayhap we should practice each evening so that you can be as you are now.”
Trying to break the strange tension that had caught her in its snare, Catherine let out a small, breathy laugh. “Just so long as you do not expect me to return to my fine gowns and slippers, Your Grace,” she replied, a little surprised when the duke laughed heartily. “I do not think I could become used to riding side saddle again.”
Again, the duke grinned, but his eyes were filled with interest as he grasped Beauchamp’s reins and began to make his way slowly towards the stables, evidently expecting Catherine to fall into step beside him.
“Your parents do not approve of you wishing to ride astride, I should imagine,” he said, making Catherine snort in a most unladylike fashion. “No?” He chuckled whilst Catherine’s face flooded with color at her embarrassing reaction.
“No, indeed, my mother is greatly disapproving,” Catherine admitted, not quite able to look up at the duke. “But, then again, none in my family can understand my love of horses, nor of my insistence that I be permitted to ride as a gentleman does.” Sighing, Catherine tried not to let the pang of guilt over leaving her mother’s townhouse in such a clandestine manner take hold of her. “They do not understand me at all, I fear.”
“That is sorrowful indeed,” the duke agreed softly. “But it is to be expected. Do you not recall my reaction when I first realized the truth of you?”
Catherine laughed, seeing how the duke smiled back at her. “I do,” she admitted, her lips lingering in their upward curve. “But you have, henceforth, behaved in a very different manner from they. You have given me opportunities they would never permit.”
The duke’s smile faded, and he appeared concerned. “I am aware that you come from a respected family,” he said, sending a jolt of worry through her. “Tell me, do they know of your presence here? Or did you leave them without warning?”
Hesitating, Catherine dared a glance up into his face and saw no judgement there, only curiosity.
“I did what I had to in order to ensure that I might find resolution to my hopes that have tormented me for so long,” she said candidly. “I intend to return to them soon, of course, but now that I have the chance to do as I have always dreamed, I cannot let them know of my presence here as yet.”
“Will they be worried for you?”
Catherine did not immediately answer, hearing the answer in her heart but not wishing to speak it aloud. To do so would almost be to confirm to herself that a large part of her decision had been based on selfishness, refusing to consider what her mother would think of what she had chosen to do.
“I can tell that this is distressing for you,” the duke said, after a moment or two. “Forgive me, Miss Leighton. I did not mean to pry.”
Catherine swallowed her pain and tried to smile. “You are not prying, Your Grace. The truth is, I have very little doubt that my family is deeply concerned over my whereabouts and most likely fears that I have ruined myself most completely and that, thereafter, I will bring shame to the family name…but despite the knowledge that this is, most likely, the case, I shall not permit it to influence my decision here.” The more she spoke, the more she felt as though the words were rubbing callouses on her lips, such was the hardness of her words. “I presume that must make me appear particularly selfish, Your Grace.”
The duke continued to amble slowly towards the stables, his expression thoughtful. Catherine felt herself grow tense at the quiet, fearing that he was about to say something that would confirm to her that, yes, she had been nothing but selfish, only for him to sigh and shake his head.
“If someone told me that I could not follow after my true passion, then I do not know what it is I would do,” he said slowly, looking down at her and holding her gaze. “You and I share that same passion, I believe, and yet only I am able to pursue it with all that I have and all that I am. Despite the fact that society states that this must be the way of things and despite the fact that I myself admit to having something of a quandary in permitting you to ride Beauchamp over the Ascot Heath, I confess that I have begun to understand the depths of your struggle, Miss Leighton.”
“I am glad of that,” Catherine admitted, awash with relief. “I am quite certain my mother shall never forgive me and shall keep me in solitary confinement until next Season, where I shall be pushed and prodded to go about London in the same fashion as every other young lady of the ton, which I can barely abide even the thought of! Thereafter, I shall be expected to make an excellent match with a titled gentleman, just as my sisters have done.”
The duke stopped dead, turning on his heel to look at her – and it was not until Catherine glanced up into his face that she realized what she had said. She had spoken so openly that she had not thought about what she was revealing. Heat crawled into her cheeks and rested there, sending a flood of color over her face as she twisted her hands together in front of her, trying to find something to say.
“You are gentry then.”
The duke’s words were quick, firing at her with unmistakable sharpness.
“I-I am,” she admitted, a little quietly. “I have not lied to you, however, Your Grace. My family is respected amongst society.”
This did not, however, please the duke, for he turned from her with an exclamation of frustration burning on his lips, one hand shoved through his hair. Catherine could say nothing, her head bowed low as fear began to mount in her heart. He could easily send her home now; he could easily refuse to keep the promise that he had made that she would now be his jockey.
“So,” the duke muttered, closing his eyes tightly as though to try and make sense of what she had said. “You are gentry. Your family is well respected amongst the ton, which means your family bears a title.” His eyes opened and fixed upon her. “You are not, as I thought, a respected yet untitled family, who would not make it into the echelons of upper society.”
Seeing no reason to hide the truth from him now, Catherine set her shoulders and looked up into his face. “My father bore a title, yes,” she admitted quietly. “It has now passed to my brother.”
The duke closed his eyes again, his expression tight. “Might I ask what this title is, Miss Leighton?” Suddenly his eyes flared, one hand reaching out to her, his finger pointed. “And might I enquire to the truth of your name also?”
“I do not wish to say it to you, Your Grace,” she whispered, afraid of what he would do should it become clear. “For you will then throw me from the position you have only just put me in, will you not? My dreams, seemingly fulfilled, will be shattered in an instant!”
A hard look crossed the duke’s face, his hand twining around Beauchamp’s reins. “I am not as cruel as all that, Miss Leighton,” he said firmly, although Catherine suspected that he was not being entirely truthful. “I have need of a jockey, and at this late hour can hardly expect to find another. No matter what you say to me this evening, you shall ride Beauchamp again. Now.” He gestured for her to speak; his brows lifted as he waited for her to respond.
Catherine drew in a long breath, her chest tight and her hands curled into fists so tight that her nails were cutting into the soft skin of her palms. “My father was a marquess, Your Grace,” she whispered, her eyes falling to the ground as she heard his swift intake of breath. “My younger brother, as I have said, has now inherited the title.”
The duke said nothing for some minutes, and Catherine could feel the tension between them beginning to grow steadily, the air filling with it and making it difficult for her to breathe. Her chest heaved as she fought against the panic that filled her, closing her eyes and trying to remind herself that the duke had promised her that he would not steal the hope he had only just given her.
“What is your brother’s title, Miss Leighton?”
The duke’s voice was hard, his words grating. Forcing her eyes open, Catherine looked up at him and tried to speak clearly. “The Marquess of Whitehaven, Your Grace,” she said, her voice trembling just a little. “My mother is Lady Whitehaven.”
Air was sucked in through the duke’s clenched teeth, which he then let out in a hiss. It was clear that he knew the name and mayhap had even been introduced to her late father at some point. Catherine kept her head low, not able to bring her gaze up to look into the duke’s face.
“So you are Lady Wells, then,” the duke said thickly. “One of the daughters of the late Marquess of Whitehaven.” He took in another breath, shaking his head as Catherine shot a quick glance at him. “Little wonder you did not wish to tell me the truth of it. Your mother will be–”
“She knows very well that I am not at all inclined towards the ton and its many regulations and the like,” Catherine said immediately. “She will know why I have left and will be doing all she can to keep my disappearance from town quiet.” A small shrug lifted her left shoulder, even though she felt a good deal of shame over what had just been revealed to the duke. “Most likely, she will state that I have returned to the estate for a short rest or some such thing. Mayhap she will say that I am ill.” Looking up at the duke again, her resolve steadying, Catherine saw that he was looking at her with widened eyes, as if he had just recalled something.
“You – you were at my ball,” the duke breathed, things beginning to make sense as they slotted together. “You brought the outfit with you so that you might make your way to my stables whilst the rest of the guests slept.”
Catherine nodded, not allowing the flare of shame to creep up her spine. “I did,” she admitted. “I wanted to see Beauchamp again, that is all.” She chose not to mention that she had hoped there might have been a small opportunity for her to take him for a short ride, keeping her gaze clear. “I intended to go back to my bedchamber once I was finished and then return home with my mother and sisters.” Another small shrug. “Things did not turn out as I intended, however.”
“No,” the duke agreed, sounding a little despairing. “They certainly did not. And now I have the daughter of a marquess sleeping in a servant’s room and working in the stables during the day!”
Resisting the sudden urge to stamp her foot, Catherine lifted her chin. “That has all been my own choice, Your Grace,” she told him pointedly. “You offered me the position, and I accepted it because it is a life that I cannot ever get to live within the constraints of both my sex and my position in life.” Her voice shook as she attempted to contain her emotions. “My passion is right before me, and I have thrown everything into the time I have spent here. To have just a taste of what you must enjoy every day is something I shall always be grateful for.” To her horror, a tear spilled from her eye and splashed down onto her cheek, and Catherine wiped it away hastily, not wanting to embarrass herself all the more. It felt as though everything she had gained was beginning to crumble before her, as though everything she had enjoyed and endured was beginning to shatter.
“Do not cry, Lady Wells, I beg of you,” the duke murmured, his anger seeming to have faded as he made his way closer to her, Beauchamp still by his side. “I just fear that…” He sighed and looked down at her, reaching out to brush the second tear away. His thumb grazed her cheek and, in that moment, Catherine felt something within her shift.
“You will be quite ruined if you are discovered, Lady Wells,” he said softly, dropping his hand to her side. “Never to marry, never to have a life as other ladies do.”
She held his gaze wordlessly.
“And I will admit that I myself do not want to be held responsible for the shattering of your reputation,” the duke admitted, shaking his head gently. “The consequences of such would be–”
“I would never ask you to marry me or anything of the sort!” Catherine protested at once, her embarrassment mounting furiously. “It would be my own doing, and the consequences I would bear alone.” Sighing, she spread her hands, aware of how the light was fading around them. “I do not think that I wish to marry anyway, Your Grace. I could not be tied to a gentleman that wishes to restrict me all the more, who would never allow me to step outside the confines of society.” Her eyes burned with tears, but she blinked rapidly, refusing to let another one fall. “Can you think of any gentleman amongst the beau monde who would permit their wife to ride across the estate astride? Who would allow them to saddle their own horses and spend as much time as they could out of doors?” A sorrowful laugh left her, as a deep moroseness crept into her bones. “No, I would be expected to behave as any proper lady of the ton must. The little freedom I have at the present would be taken from me. I would not be able to ride as I do at my brother’s estate. I would be expected to remain indoors, save for a few walks in the gardens when the weather is fine. I would be asked to sew or to play pianoforte or to further my mind just a little with specified reading.”
“And you do not think you could fit into that mold.”
Her head shot up. “Could you give up the one thing that you love the most?” she challenged, gesturing towards Beauchamp. “Could you give up your horses? Your visits to Tattersall? Your gallops across the gardens? Your freedom to go where you wish and do as you please, even for only a few short moments?” Seeing him shake his head, seeing the understanding burning in his eyes, Catherine felt her heart sink back into her chest. “Then surely you can understand why I cannot.”
There was nothing but silence between them for some minutes, broken only by the sound of a chirruping blackbird and the sweet song of a robin as dusk fell. Catherine kept her head low, not at all certain what the duke would say next nor what he would do but being glad within herself that she had been honest with him. In fact, she had been more vulnerable with the duke than with any gentleman before him and even more than she had ever been with her family. At least she knew that, in some ways, he understood her reasons for what she had done. He knew the truth of her now. He knew everything. There was nothing left that she had hidden.
After some minutes, the duke let out a long, heavy sigh, making Catherine fear that he had come to his decision.
“You cannot continue to stay in the servant’s quarters,” he muttered darkly. “I shall make up some excuse as to why my jockey must have a better room, but I shall have you removed to another, more improved room this very night.” Seeing how she looked up at him in surprise, the duke gave her a small smile. “I am not convinced that this is at all wise, but I have need of a jockey and you have need to fulfill your heart’s desire. Therefore, for the time being, we will proceed as we have planned.”
Catherine was so filled with relief that she could barely speak and she was feeling as though she was about to be swamped by tears. She finally managed to stammer, “Thank you, Your Grace.”
“You are most welcome,” the duke said, with a hint of warmth about his words. “But I must have your word that, after the Gold Cup, whether you win or lose, you will return home. This will have to come to an end.”
She nodded again, her throat aching with joy.
“Good, very good,” the duke murmured, looking at her speculatively, as if he were trying to make her out. “Then come, Lady Wells. Let us get Beauchamp back to the stables and, thereafter, you settled within your new bedchamber. Although what I am to say by way of excuse to my staff, I cannot imagine!” This comment was made with a broad, bright smile, and Catherine could not help but laugh. The air cleared between them, the tension fading and only happiness remaining. It seemed she was not to be turned away after all.





Chapter Nine
Matthew’s head ached terribly. Groaning, he looked down at his accounts again and saw the numbers begin to swirl together on the page. Clearly the tension and confusion of the last few weeks was beginning to get at him.
“And now, I have Lady Wells to contend with,” he muttered, throwing down his quill and staring blankly at the closed wooden door of his study. It had been three days since Lady Wells had told him the truth about her parentage. Three days since he had gone from utter fury to sympathy in one quick moment. Seeing her tears had caught his heart, hearing her struggles had made him consider things from a different perspective. He had been about to tell her that she would be able to ride Beauchamp one more time before he arranged for a carriage to return her to her mother’s townhouse in London and that she would no longer be riding in the Gold Cup over Ascot Heath, but then the tears in her eyes and the desperation in her voice had made him reconsider.
On top of which, he had not quite been able to understand the strange reaction he had felt to seeing her ride Beauchamp across the grass with her hair streaming out behind her. She had transformed completely in that moment as he had watched, stunned and confused at the quickening of his heart. It had been very odd to see a young lady dressed in a stable hand’s clothes, but he had realized that she was, in fact, very beautiful in her own way. Her oval face, delicate nose, and striking green eyes had seemed to burn into his very soul, her curls falling about her face in an almost alluring manner, even though he knew full well she meant nothing of the sort by it. It was a reaction he still had not quite managed to work out, trying to make sense of it and yet seeing how little he could comprehend.
Leaning forward, he rested his head on the table for a moment, his hands clasped behind his head as though this would help remove the pain from his head. It was all so very confusing. He wanted to feel nothing at all for Lady Wells, but yet his heart was refusing to let her go. When she had spoken of how her freedom, such as it was, would be curbed if she was to marry a gentleman of the ton, he had found himself wanting to state that she would not be treated so if she married someone such as him – which was, of course, an utterly foolish reaction! He knew full well that if she was discovered, then the onus would be on him to marry her so that he might save her reputation, but then again, he was a duke and could do as he pleased without garnering a good deal of criticism from others. Lady Wells clearly knew what she was risking and had deemed it important enough to do so.
“Then why am I so troubled?” he muttered, getting to his feet and wandering to the window. Looking out across the grounds, his eyes focused on Lady Wells, seeing her dressed in her stable hand’s garb and with her wig and cap carefully in place. She had done a remarkable job of fooling the rest of his staff and certainly made sure that no one took any particular notice of her. He was grateful that Mr. Griggs had done as he asked and had kept an eye on Lady Wells, even though he thought him to be just a young, inexperienced stable lad. He was also glad that he had chosen to send Healy away, given how he had treated Lady Wells. Matthew winced, recalling that he had not yet had the opportunity to speak to Lady Wells about that particular incident. He would have to do so as soon as he could.
“Your Grace?”
Spinning around, Matthew was about to remind the butler, somewhat forcefully, that he ought not to simply march into Matthew’s study without knocking, only to see the apologetic look on the butler’s face and wonder if the fellow had done so and he had not heard him.
“I did not mean to interrupt you, but I feared something had occurred when you did not answer the door knock,” the butler said, inclining his head. “I knocked thrice, Your Grace. Are you quite well?”
“Quite,” Matthew replied, clearing his throat. “Is something wrong?”
The butler shook his head. “No, Your Grace. It is only that you have some correspondence.” He set the tray on the study table and bowed. “Might I enquire as to when you wish to dine this evening?”
Matthew sighed inwardly, knowing that, whilst the butler was good to ask, the time would be the same as every day since he did not often have guests. He opened his mouth to answer, only for a sudden idea to strike him.
It was not, mayhap, the very best of ideas, for it would mean that the staff would become aware of Lady Wells presence within the house and some might become aware of how similar in appearance she was with Mr. Leighton…but not if the candles were few and the light kept low. It would mean that he could have another opportunity to speak to Lady Wells and to discover more about her, to treat her as she ought to be treated given her status in society. They would train Beauchamp thereafter, mayhap, and then she could return to her room to prepare for tomorrow.
“I am to have a guest for dinner,” he told the butler, seeing no surprise or astonishment etch itself across the butler’s face, even though this was both rare and rather sudden. The butler was excellent at keeping his expression impassive, as Matthew named a time and suggested one or two courses.
“But of course, Your Grace,” the butler intoned. “I shall speak to cook directly, if you will excuse me.”
“Thank you.”
Matthew turned back to the window, hearing the butler close the door behind him, securing Matthew and his isolation once more. A small smile tugged at the corner of Matthew’s mouth, even though he was not at all sure what had made him do such a thing. Was it the fact that he would be facing another night at the dining table, sitting alone and hearing nothing but the clinking of his cutlery as he ate? It would be nice to have company, would it not? Of course, at times, he went into London if he was feeling particularly sociable, but most evenings he spent here alone. That was to change this evening. He would have to ensure that Lady Wells had something appropriate to wear and would thereafter have to ensure that the staff did not suspect her in any way, but that could be easily done. There was the old gatehouse that, whilst well maintained, had no one residing within it. If he could get the gown and the like to be placed there, then Lady Wells could easily remove to the gatehouse to change. Although she would have to do so without a maid, unless he could secure one who would remain utterly silent about what she had witnessed. He bit his lip, feeling as though he were about to climb an overly large mountain and was struggling to work out just where to put his feet.
No, he would have to employ the services of a maid. One who could be trusted not to say a word to another living soul. She would bring the clothes to the gatehouse and wait there for Lady Wells to arrive. Thereafter, she could alert him to the fact that Lady Wells was prepared and somehow, he would have her brought to the house as though she had come from afar.
The horses.
That was it. He would take Beauchamp and one of his mares and lead them out of the gate, as though he were going out to take the lady riding. Lady Wells would have to ride sidesaddle, of course, but it would only be for a short time. Thereafter, the rest would easily fall into place and he would enjoy the evening with Lady Wells as she truly was – in form and in character. The thought brought a broad smile to his face, making him begin to look forward to the rest of the day – and before he knew it, the ache in his head had gone completely.
   
* * *
“Ah, Leighton.”
He smiled as Lady Wells jerked up from where she had been bending over Beauchamp’s hooves.
“You appear to be rather busy this afternoon.”
Lady Wells nodded uncertainly, darting a look over Matthew’s shoulder.
“Mr. Griggs is not present,” Matthew murmured quietly. “You can speak freely, Lady Wells.”
She nodded, although her uncertain look did not immediately fade. “Yes, Your Grace?” she asked, a brush still in her hand. “Is there something that you require of me?”
He smiled. “There is, in fact,” he said, with a small bow. “Your presence this evening.”
A tiny line formed between Lady Wells brows. “This evening?” she repeated, glancing up at Beauchamp. “We are to go riding again, as far as I understand?”
“Yes, we shall indeed,” he agreed with a quick smile. “But before that, I should like you to join me for dinner. It shall not be too late, given that we will need to take Beauchamp out thereafter, but I thought that–”
“Dinner?” Lady Wells had interrupted him, but Matthew was suspicious she did not realize she had done so. “You wish me to join you for dinner when I am dressed in such a fashion?” Her brow furrowed all the more, betraying her confusion. “A stable hand does not often join a duke for dinner, Your Grace. It would confuse everyone and bring suspicion to bear.”
He nodded, a grin playing about his mouth. “I quite agree,” he told her, seeing how she blinked, betraying her lack of understanding. “Therefore, I wish you to join me for dinner as Lady Wells, not as Mr. Leighton.”
Some moments passed, and Lady Wells brows did not lift and her eyes now held a little suspicion. Did she think that he intended to take the position of jockey from her?
“You must understand, Lady Wells, it is not because I wish to remove you as jockey nor because I want my staff to know the truth of your identity,” he said, reassuring her. “I merely wish for you to join me for dinner so that we might know each other a little better. After all, it is not very often that I have a young lady dressed as a young man working in my stables!”
Lady Wells blinked slowly. “How am I to appear as Lady Wells when I reside in the house?” she asked with uncertainty. “What is it you wish me to do?”
Glad that she had not outright rejected his idea, Matthew briefly told her what his plan was and was gratified as the confusion began to lift from her face and she nodded slowly. There was no smile, however, for she still appeared a little concerned that she would be identified by some of the staff.
“I have already chosen and spoken at length to Jenny, one of the maids,” he finished. “Jenny is trustworthy and will not say a word.” He did not tell Lady Wells, of course, that such a thing had been all the more secured by the promise that he would remove Jenny from her position should she say anything to another living soul. “She has already secured a gown for you and will be able to add quick alterations to it to ensure that it fits you well.”
“I see.” Lady Wells did not smile but rather just held his gaze and looked at him steadily, a small line forming between her brows. It was clear to Matthew that there were a few questions rattling around in her head, and he waited for her to give air to them, but as silence grew between them, he began to realize that she had no intention of doing so.
“You-you do not wish to join me for dinner, mayhap?” he asked, suddenly feeling incredibly foolish and realizing that he had organized all of this without so much as a moment of consideration for Lady Wells herself. There was always the chance that she would not want to sit down to dinner with him but, of course, he had not considered that. He had simply presumed that this was something she would want.
Lady Wells sighed and looked away, a shade of pink coming to settle in her cheeks. “You say that you wish to know me a little better, Your Grace,” she said slowly, repeating his own words back to him. “Why then must we go to such lengths for me to join you for dinner, when we might talk as we did the first night I took Beauchamp out?”
Now it was Matthew’s turn to frown. “You are quite correct that we could talk in such a fashion, but I merely thought that it would be of benefit to both of us to sit and dine together. It would give us a little more time to speak without being distracted by Beauchamp and the responsibilities that we both have as regards the Gold Cup.” He watched her closely, seeing how she was studying him in return, as if she were not quite certain that he spoke the truth. “Besides which, I am quite certain that, should I be in your position, I would greatly miss sitting down with my family and enjoying a sumptuous meal.” Putting a wry smile on his face, he tried to push away the tension that suddenly rose within him, wondering if she was about to refuse him entirely.
“I suppose that has been a little difficult to become used to,” Lady Wells admitted after a moment. “I have not sat around a table since I arrived here.” Her eyes clouded momentarily, making Matthew wonder if she was thinking of her mother and her home. But then, she gave herself a small shake and looked up at him again. “I just do not want the suggestion to be made that I am somehow pining for such a life, Your Grace. I have no great desire to return to it. I am not at all missing all the things that were demanded of me. I do not miss the many beautiful gowns that my mother insisted on giving me. I do not miss sitting by the dressing table as the maid tied up my hair in the most intricate of fashions. Nor do I miss the need to stand on ceremony and to behave in a proper manner without any real consideration for the truth of my character.” She arched one eyebrow slowly, her expression quizzical. “Whilst I will not pretend that I am not looking forward to eating well, Your Grace, I would not have you think that there is anything else about my life that I pine for.”
She was trying to make him see that she was not the sort of young lady who wanted to be paraded about, who thought of nothing more than fine gowns and soft slippers in order that her appearance was all it could be. Matthew was quite aware that she would look entirely different this evening, finding that his heart quickened just a touch at the mere thought of it.
“I quite understand,” he told her, thinking to himself that no matter what Lady Wells wore, she would look a good deal better than she did at present, given that her shirt was untucked, her cap a little askew, and a smear of dirt was running over her cheek. “But you will come and dine with me, will you not?”
Another short pause but then, thankfully, Lady Wells smiled.
“I will,” she agreed, her voice soft now. “I thank you for your consideration, Your Grace. I shall do as you ask and be ready for the arrival of the carriage once I have dressed. The door to the gatehouse will be open, did you say?”
He nodded, aware of just how thrilled his heart was at her agreement but doing his utmost to hide it, even from himself. “All will be prepared for you, Lady Wells. Until this evening.” He resisted the urge to take her hand and bow over it, knowing how ridiculous he would appear should anyone else walk into the stables at that very moment. Instead, he simply inclined his head and snapped his heels together, making Lady Wells smile up at him, her cheeks still a little flushed. Walking from the stables and leaving Lady Wells to continue with her duties, Matthew found himself smiling broadly as he walked back outside. This evening was going to be quite marvelous, he was certain of it, and just as long as everything went smoothly, Lady Wells need not fear that she might be discovered.
A small flurry of anticipation rose in his heart as he made his way back to the house, thinking to himself that he too would have to ensure that he was dressed in his very best this evening. He wanted everything to be as good as it could be for Lady Wells. Rubbing his hands together in eager anticipation, Matthew rang the bell for his butler, intending to go over the menu again for this evening before ensuring that a bath was drawn and that his valet laid out his most suitable attire. He could hardly wait.





Chapter Ten
A torrent of nervousness flooded Catherine’s heart as she looked back at herself in the mirror that lay on the small table in one corner of the gatehouse. The maid, Jenny, had done a remarkable job with Catherine’s dark tresses, which had not been properly brushed in some time! It had been a little painful to have all the knots brushed free, but Catherine had encouraged Jenny to do so without hesitation, feeling herself quite glad that she was able to have her hair free from its usual confines. The maid had, of course, done as she had been asked although still appeared rather afraid that Catherine was going to complain bitterly about what she had done.
“You have done very well, Jenny,” Catherine told her, seeing the maid bite her lip as she added the last of the seed pearls to Catherine’s hair, which had been piled up on the back of her head with curls then tumbling down from it. Quite how the maid had managed to find the gown and also all that she would need to ensure Catherine’s hair was a work of art, Catherine did not know, but she wanted to encourage the girl and remove the fear from her gaze. “Thank you.”
“You are very welcome, Miss.”
Catherine smiled at her and rose to her feet, brushing down the dark green gown that fitted her almost perfectly. Jenny had been ready with a needle and thread, ready to tackle the gown and alter it if required, but Catherine had not wanted her to go to such lengths. It was quite lovely as it was, even if it was a little long. “Now, we are to wait for the duke’s carriage, I believe,” she said, finding that she needed to say something rather than allow silence to fill the small gatehouse. “I am quite prepared, I think.”
“Yes, Miss,” Jenny murmured, turning around to tidy up a few things.
“And you are to join us?” Catherine asked, her stomach twisting this way and that as she thought of sitting in the carriage with the duke as though she were a young lady being courted by such a gentleman. “Or am I to travel alone?”
Jenny’s eyes flared in surprise, but she dropped her gaze to the ground. “The duke was most specific, Miss,” she said, clearly unaware of Catherine’s title or even her name. “I am to stay with you at all times, although I shall remain in shadow during the time of your meal. I shall not eavesdrop either, I give you my word.”
Catherine flushed. “I should not even have thought of accusing you of such a thing,” she replied, just as the sound of carriage wheels began to crunch over the gravel next to the house. The duke had arrived. “I am glad you will be present, Jenny, truly. Thank you for all of your assistance this afternoon.”
Jenny bobbed a curtsy and, for the first time since Catherine had walked into the gatehouse, gave a small smile. Catherine, pushing aside her nervousness, made her way to the door at the back of the gatehouse—not the one she had entered—and stepped outside. The back door was fairly well hidden, with thick branches above her shrouding her in shadow although the path itself was not at all overgrown. Stepping carefully along the short path that led to the road and hearing Jenny behind her, Catherine’s breath began to quicken as she saw the carriage door being pulled open for her, although it was not a footman or tiger who held it for her but rather the duke himself. It seemed he was to hide her from as many of his staff as he could, although she greatly appreciated that he had ensured that Jenny would be present with her at all times. Propriety, it seemed, was being observed in some small way, even though she, in dressing as Leighton and in running away from home, had quite thrown such a thing aside.
“Lady Wells.”
The duke bowed low as she stepped from the small path and onto the gravel strewn drive. Her heart was beating so furiously that Catherine felt quite certain the duke could hear it, and she was feeling as though her gown suddenly became very heavy and weighed her steps down as she tried to approach him.
“Your Grace,” she murmured, dropping into a perfect curtsy. It seemed she had not forgotten how to do such a thing in these last weeks, and as she lifted her head, Catherine saw that the duke himself was grinning at her.
“You are quite the lady, Lady Wells,” he murmured, offering her his hand and gesturing for her to climb into the carriage with the other. “Quite a remarkable transformation, I must say.”
Catherine’s heart fluttered. “I thank you, Your Grace,” she said, a trifle unsteadily as she accepted his hand. “It is certainly very different to what I have begun to become accustomed to.”
The duke laughed at this and Catherine felt her stomach swirl with breathless anticipation as she stepped inside the carriage, letting go of the duke’s hand and then settling back in her seat. Smoothing her skirts, she watched as the duke then waited for Jenny to climb in before doing so himself. The steps were removed and the door shut by one of the tigers, and thereafter, the carriage was on its way.
“I thought we might take a short turn about the place,” the duke said pleasantly. “It is a beautiful afternoon and, on top of which, it will be evidence to my staff that I have, as I said, gone to your door to bring you back to my townhouse.” Another easy smile. “You need have no fear, however, that anything will be said by either Jenny or those driving the carriage. They will say nothing.”
“I am grateful,” Catherine replied, her hands tight in her lap as she felt an uncomfortable swirling rushing all through her at the sight of the duke’s smile and the warmth in his eyes. “You have gone to a great deal of trouble on my behalf, and I am certain this evening will be quite wonderful.”
“I hope it will be,” the duke replied, before turning to the window and beginning to talk about what was just outside. Catherine found herself settling back against the squabs as he spoke, interested in all that he had to say and finding the tension she had felt upon stepping into the carriage beginning to drain away.
The duke talked about the history of the estate, of the village and even of the stories that had been carried from one generation to the next. She found herself smiling at him as he continued to speak, realizing that she very much enjoyed the duke’s company and, from the expression on his face, it appeared that he felt much the same way as she.
This ease of manner and contentedness in each other’s company continued on through dinner, which Catherine had to admit was quite wonderful. She had forgotten just how lovely it was to sit around a table in good company and enjoy the many delectable dishes that were brought from the kitchens. Jenny, of course, did as she had been bade and sat in the corner of the room, her back to them so that she could not watch them. Catherine was grateful for her presence although she was quite certain that the duke would do nothing improper. It was quite an unusual feeling to be sitting with a duke of the realm and enjoying his conversation, as though they were great friends and had been so for some time.
At a small lull in their conversation, Catherine allowed herself to study the duke a little more carefully. He appeared to be quite relaxed, his expression giving off an appearance of contentedness and happiness, which she had to admit she had also. He was a handsome gentleman, of course, but Catherine had never believed herself to be affected by appearance alone. Now, however, an unsettling realization came over her. The reason her heart had quickened when she had seen him waiting for her at the gatehouse, the reason she had found herself looking forward to being in his company again was because she had something of a fondness for him.
The realization took her breath away and she accidentally dropped her dessert spoon with a clatter.
The duke’s eyes filled with concern. “Are you quite all right, Lady Wells?”
Her face burning, Catherine nodded and muttered an apology, picking up her cutlery again and praying that she would not be so foolish again. She had to rid herself of such notions, for to have any sort of affection for the duke was quite ridiculous. His reason for having her here at his estate, his only drive to allow her to ride Beauchamp was so that she could win the Gold Cup and bring him the prestige that he so desired. There was nothing more to it than that. Yes, it was kind of him to show her such consideration and certainly she appreciated the friendship that had been struck up between them, but she could not allow herself to be at all clouded in emotion when it came to the duke. Their paths would part soon enough. She would have to return home whilst he would remain here, able to continue with his passion of horse racing without any restraint.
“Tell me,” she said suddenly, as the plates were cleared away. “What is it about the Gold Cup that fills you with so much determination?”
The duke did not immediately answer, telling the servants that he would take port in the drawing room and that a tea tray was to be brought there also for his guest.
“Might we walk to the drawing room, Lady Wells?” he asked, rising from his chair and coming over to hers, where he waited with proffered arm as she rose. “I do hope you enjoyed your meal.”
“It was delicious,” she replied, getting up as quickly as she could and wondering why he had not answered her. “I thank you for your invitation to dine this evening, Your Grace. It was quite lovely.”
“Good.” He waited until she had accepted his arm and Catherine had to pray that he was not aware of the flood of heat that seemed to run from her hand, all the way up her arm and then into her cheeks as they began to walk together. The duke’s house was grand indeed—although the sight of the various ornaments and expensive tapestries did not detract Catherine from her original question.
“The Gold Cup, Your Grace,” she said again, as he led her into the dining room. “What is it that makes you so very eager to be the victor?”
A small sigh left the duke’s lips as she let go of his arm and stepped away from him, looking all about the room as she did so. It was quite lovely, with a large mirror above the fireplace which held a crackling fire to take away the chill of a summer’s evening. “You are eager to win, are you not?”
“I am,” the duke admitted heavily. “It has long been my greatest wish.”
“But it cannot be for the wealth that comes with winning the race,” Catherine said pointedly, not shying away from the truth of things. “The prestige you have mentioned before, as I recall, but you are a duke of the realm! What more prestige could you seek?”
The Duke of Blackwell hesitated, then shrugged. “I suppose it must seem quite foolish to you, Lady Wells – and mayhap I am being so, but the desire to win the Gold Cup comes from an eagerness within me to prove to those that know me and those that know of me that I am not merely a duke.” His expression twisted, as if he knew that he was not explaining himself particularly well. “If I step into a room, then all and sundry know who I am, even if I have not been introduced to another one of them there. They know me because of my title and nothing else. I would not have it be so. I wish to appear as flesh and blood, Lady Wells, with hopes, desires, and achievements all of my own.” A wry smile tugged at one corner of his mouth, as one hand swept through his hair. “Although I do not jockey the horse myself.”
“No, but you purchase the horse and hire the jockey,” she replied, beginning to understand what he meant. “You wish for people to see you as you are, not just as your title.”
He nodded, the smile fading as his gaze darted away. “That is it precisely, Lady Wells,” he replied, a tad grimly. “In winning the Gold Cup, I wish to prove to the beau monde that I have my own abilities, my own strengths and achievements aside from being so titled.” Shrugging, he threw another glance towards her. “But you must think me foolish to do so when I am so blessed to already be so well thought of within society.”
Catherine shook her head, surprised that she felt a good deal of sympathy rising up within her. “I quite understand, Your Grace,” she replied, with a small smile in his direction. “In a way, we are both trying to pull away from the mold that society has placed us in—although I suspect that you shall be a good deal more successful than I.”
“Why should you say that?” the duke asked, swinging his gaze back to her and then taking a few steps closer. “You are doing as you have always dreamed, are you not?”
She gave him a small, sad smile, feeling the weight of her sorrow in her heart. “For a time, yes,” she admitted, wishing that she could only feel joy within her but realizing that there was pain also. “I shall always be grateful for what you have given me, Your Grace, for there are not many gentlemen who would have behaved as you have done. However, the truth is that, once the Gold Cup is over, I shall leave Ascot Heath and return home, where my mother shall, no doubt, curb my activities all the more.” Wincing, she spread her arms. “My riding might be curtailed, for all I know. My mother will be quite determined that I am to marry for fear that I shall turn out quite wild if I do not. How am I ever to find a suitable gentleman who will allow me to be as I truly am?” A quiet yet harsh laugh left her lips, making her shake her head. “It is for a time, Your Grace, and I shall always be glad for the time I have spent here. You, however, shall be able to go on and continue on as you have done for some time yet. For as long as you wish, in fact! If I do not win the Gold Cup for you, then I have no doubt that someone else shall be able to do so without any difficulty.” Looking up at him, Catherine spoke from her heart. “I do hope that you will be able to achieve all that you desire, Your Grace. Truly.”
The duke held her gaze steadily for some moments before he turned away, running another hand through his hair and upsetting it completely.
“The more I consider matters, Lady Wells, the more I think that your sex is often unfairly treated,” he admitted, his words slow and careful as though he were being deliberate with each one. “I had not given the matter any consideration until I met you, Lady Wells, and now that I know that not only can you ride well but better than many others, my mind struggles with the difficulties that you face.” His hand dropped to his side as he looked at her, appearing a little lost. “If only I could be of further assistance to you, Lady Wells.”
Catherine’s heart leapt up into her throat, her mind filling with the one and only idea that would save her from either a life of spinsterhood or a life pushed down by her husband, battling against him to retain a sense of self. Shaking her head, Catherine let out a heavy sigh and forced those thoughts from her head. She could never be a duchess. The Duke of Blackwell had responsibilities and certainly had to ensure that he behaved with decorum and propriety. To even think that he would marry someone such as she, who wanted to throw aside her gowns and be able to ride astride whenever she wished, who desired to ride in the races and fight against the standards and rigors of her sex…no, such a thing was quite impossible.
“You are sad, Lady Wells.”
His voice was filled with a soft tenderness that she had not heard before, and Catherine felt herself respond to it at once. She could not look away as she turned her head to see him coming closer to her, one hand outstretched. The urge to reach out and take it, to grasp it and hold onto him grew so strong within her that she was forced to catch her breath and steel her determination.
“I am sad, yes, Your Grace, but it is an emotion that often plagues me,” she told him honestly, seeing how he stood only two steps away from her now, his hand still out towards her. All she had to do was reach out and take it and then…then, she did not know what would happen.
“You know that I would do all I could to remove such an emotion from your shoulders.”
Her eyes closed and, without warning, she felt his fingers touch hers. He had not waited for her any longer. He had reached out to her when she would not reach out to him.
“I am not the sort of young lady that anyone with such a high title as yours should have anything to do with, Your Grace,” she whispered, her heart thundering like Beauchamp’s hooves as he galloped across the duke’s gardens. “I am not a refined young lady.”
“But what if such a thing does not matter?” he asked, his voice still holding that tenderness that sent an ache into Catherine’s heart. “What if I do not care?”
She could not answer. Her throat was filled with sand, her mouth with dust, as her fingers twined with his. Looking at their joined hands, Catherine felt such confusion clouding her mind that it was all she could do to simply keep her eyes open. She wanted to back away, wanted to turn around and run from the room and return to her own quarters where she might be freed from such whirling thoughts, but at the same time, Catherine could not bear to separate her hand from his.
“Lady Wells, I know that we have a good deal to each contend with, but I will confess that the thought of bringing our acquaintance – our friendship — to an end is something that brings with it a good deal of pain,” the duke continued, when she said nothing. “I do not think I can bear it.”
“But you must,” Catherine replied harshly, the awareness of what he was offering her slamming into her with an almost bodily force. “I am not the sort of young lady that you should be considering, Your Grace.” Looking up at him, she held his gaze and tried to steady herself. “The night of the ball, I told you that I would step out once I had found my courage.” A smile lifted the corners of her mouth as she saw him blink in surprise, evidently recalling their first meeting with a new, sudden awareness. “I have found that courage now, thanks to your generosity, Your Grace. I have stepped out, albeit in a most strange and unfamiliar manner. I have taken on the guise of another in order to fulfill my heart’s desire, and for that, I shall always hold gratitude for you in my heart.” Her eyes began to burn with tears, but she did nothing to dash them away. Instead, Catherine continued to allow herself to speak openly to the duke, knowing that she had to be honest with him. “But I am aware that your mother, the Dowager Blackwell, has expectations of the lady you will one day marry. Society has expectations also. You yourself, in your own way, will have expectations.” A tear slid from her cheek. “And I can fulfill none of them.”
The duke shook his head, his fingers tightening on hers, but Catherine held up one hand, silently pleading with him not to say anything more. “You are much too generous, Your Grace,” she told him, her voice barely breaking a whisper. “Your consideration of me is more wonderous than anything I have ever experienced before, but yet I would refuse you in the knowledge that I am not the sort of young lady that would bring you any sort of happiness.” She shrugged and pulled her fingers from his. “I am much too headstrong, much too determined, and have none of the qualities that would be required as the Duchess of Blackwell.” Turning away, she hurried towards the door, ignoring the tea tray that had been left for her. “I must bid you good evening, Your Grace.”
She did not look at him again but scurried from the room, knowing that she would have to find a way back to her room without being seen by any of the other staff. Her breathing was ragged, and she swallowed sobs, not wanting to make a single sound.
“Here, Miss.”
Jenny, the maid, moved silently like a shadow and reached for Catherine’s hand. Placing it on her arm as though she were an old, decrepit woman, Jenny began to lead Catherine here and there, seeming to go through all the corridors that the house had, before finally making her way to the one room that Catherine knew she would be safe in.
“No one has seen you, Miss,” Jenny said, looking at Catherine with concern. “Might I help you undress? Or fetch another tea tray? I can do that without suspicion, really.”
Catherine, who wanted to be left entirely alone, nodded at the second suggestion, her vision still clouded with tears. “Thank you, Jenny,” she answered, aware of just how badly her voice shook. “I would be most grateful.”
The maid bobbed a curtsy and hurried away, leaving Catherine to step into her room and close the door tightly behind her. Leaning against it, she buried her face in her hands and finally let the tears begin to flow.
The duke had tried to offer her something that was more wonderful, more astonishing, than anything Catherine had ever been offered in her life before – and yet, she knew she could not accept it. What made it all the worse was the realization that she cared for the duke in a way that she had never expected. Her heart was beginning to fill with him, and even though she had turned from him, it seemed to do so all the more, as though she had only just discovered how truly wonderful he was. His kindness, his generosity, and his understanding were more than she had ever experienced, for none of her sisters, her mother, nor her cousin had ever been able to show any sort of understanding for her difficulties and her trials. Her friends had been few and far between, for no other young lady rode astride nor galloped like a fury across the gardens. She was not as every other young lady of the ton, that she knew, but she had never felt any sort of shame or mortification over such a thing, and especially not when she had spoken her heart to the duke. He had shown such understanding that she had wanted to lean into him and wrap her arms about his waist, feeling his strength and courage flowing into her.
Instead, she had turned from him. They would continue with their training, she would race Beauchamp, and thereafter, their acquaintance would come to an end. There was nothing more that could be done, nothing more that could be offered her. She could not allow the duke to bear any sort of ridicule nor displeasure from the beau monde nor from his mother if he married her, not after what he had done for her. No, it was best to leave things as they stood, even if it was not what she wanted.
“I do not want to leave you,” she whispered, sinking slowly to the floor with her face still in her hands. “But yet I must.” The truth of those words burned into her, sending pain all through her as her heart slowly ripped into a thousand tiny pieces.





Chapter Eleven
“So you have a jockey then.”
Matthew nodded, his heart not leaping with joy as he had expected. “I do,” he replied, attempting to sound confident. “Do you think you will be bold enough to place a wager on me?”
His friend, Lord Brighton, laughed and shook his head. “I shall, of course, do so,” he agreed, waggling his eyebrows. “Although I may also put a bet on one or two others, just to increase my chances of winning.”
Unable to help himself, Matthew chuckled wryly, knowing that his friend had a good deal of money and did not need to win more – and could well afford to lose a great deal and still be in perfect financial health. “You do not think I shall win then?”
“I think you shall try very hard to win,” his friend replied, hailing the footman to bring them both another drink. “So, tell me of this jockey of yours. Inexperienced, I heard someone say?”
Much to Matthew’s dismay, his thoughts did not go to Lady Wells as his jockey but rather Lady Wells as she had been only two evenings ago, when she had stood in his drawing room clad in a gown of deep emerald, her eyes fixed upon his. At the thought, his mouth went dry and his heart quickened, recalling just how beautiful she had appeared.
“Blackwell?”
Lord Brighton sounded a trifle concerned, and it was with an effort that Matthew had to pull himself from his own thoughts. “I do apologize,” he replied with a forced smile. “The race is only in a few days’ time and I find that I am quite caught up in thinking of it.”
His friend nodded. “But of course,” he agreed slowly. “But your jockey. Is there some concern over him?”
“No, no, none whatsoever,” Matthew replied quickly. “He is more than adequate.” They had been training each evening, but there had not been much conversation between them since the night Lady Wells had joined him for dinner. That had been difficult indeed, for there was a good deal that Matthew knew he wished to say, but he simply could not find the words nor the way with which he might speak.
“You believe you can win the Gold Cup, then?” Lord Brighton asked, as the footman set down the tray and handed both Matthew and Lord Brighton a glass of the best French brandy that Whites had to offer. “You will finally have the fulfillment of all your dreams and intentions?” He chuckled, but Matthew did not smile.
“I must hope so,” he chose to say, not wanting to say much more than that. “Although if I do not win this year, then I can merely try again the following year.” The way Lady Wells had spoken to him came back to his mind with force, recalling how she would only have this one opportunity with which to fulfill her own “dreams and intentions”-- as Lord Brighton had put it. He no longer had that fierce drive within him to win the Gold Cup, to be successful at Ascot and to thereafter gain the admiration of the beau monde. It felt almost a little ridiculous to have such an intention when someone such as Lady Wells was to be held back from her own desires for the rest of her days once the Gold Cup was over.
Lord Brighton cleared his throat, the smile fading from his face and a look of concern leaching into his eyes. His attention having been caught, Matthew looked back at his friend with what he hoped was nonchalance, although his back stiffened in a most awkward fashion.
“Something is troubling you, Blackwell,” Lord Brighton said firmly, making it plain that he would not allow Matthew to deny it. “It cannot be about the Gold cup, for you have been putting a horse and rider into the race almost every year since the 1813 Act of Enclosure was passed!”
“That was only three years ago,” Matthew replied with a roll of his eyes. “And I have always been a little anxious when it comes to the race.”
Lord Brighton shook his head firmly. “No, there is something more to your concern at the present,” he replied, making Matthew realize just how well his friend knew him. “What is it? I promise you it will be easier if you speak of it!” He gestured widely for Matthew to begin, sitting back in his chair and watching him intently.
Feeling trapped, Matthew heaved a sigh and closed his eyes briefly. “It is to do with matters of the heart, Brighton, that is all.”
Lord Brighton’s swift intake of breath was so loud that Matthew feared the rest of Whites had heard it.
“Good gracious,” Lord Brighton breathed, his eyes widening as he stared at Matthew. “But I thought you to be a determined bachelor!”
“I am…I mean, I was,” Matthew replied dully. “But I have discovered someone who has lit such a spark within me that I cannot deny it.”
“That is quite wonderful!” Lord Brighton exclaimed, sounding utterly delighted. “Your mother will be quite thrilled and–”
Matthew shook his head, stopping Lord Brighton in his declarations. “I have tentatively suggested that we become more than mere acquaintances, but the lady has rejected me,” he told his friend, seeing how Brighton’s face fell and feeling much the same about his own heart. “I did not even mean to suggest such a thing, but it came from my mouth without hesitation and I discovered that, even as I spoke, this was the very thing I desired.” Groaning, he ran one hand over his eyes, recalling how she had trembled as he had touched her hand. “How could I not have realized the depths of affection that were within my heart until that one moment, Brighton?”
Lord Brighton, who did not look as joyous as he had some moments ago, spread his hands wide, his empty glass now sitting on the table in front of him. “I know nothing of affection nor of love,” he admitted, a trifle sadly. “You know that I have always determined to remain a single gentleman and, as such, have made every effort to do precisely that. There will come a time when I must marry, but I had always thought I would do so out of obligation and suitability rather than any sort of genuine affection.” He tilted his head, regarding Matthew carefully. “Mayhap it is that such feelings do surprise oneself when one has not expected to ever have such an emotion.”
“That may very well be the case,” Matthew agreed, a little grimly. “But that is why it has taken me by surprise. The intensity of what I felt in that moment was…” Closing his eyes, he tried to find a word for what had occurred within him. “It was completely encapsulating. It held every part of me, rushing through me with a great force so that I could not help but be swept away by it.” Opening his eyes, he saw Lord Brighton observe him with interest, clearly caught up by what Matthew was describing. “It has not left me since that moment. In fact, I am even more convinced that I wish never to be parted from this particular lady. But it seems that I am to have no choice in the matter.”
Lord Brighton lifted his brows, shifted in his chair, and shrugged. “I cannot tell you what to do or what you ought not to do,” he said with honesty. “I have no experience in these matters. However.” He paused, signaling for yet another glass of brandy, as though that would help him clarify his thoughts. “However,” Lord Brighton continued, as the footman hurried away. “I think that if you set your mind to something, Blackwell, then you are more than likely to achieve it.”
“Not as regards this particular young lady,” Matthew replied heavily, his heart sinking towards the floor in anguish. “She is quite convinced that she is not the sort of young lady that I would find to be suitable as the wife of a duke.”
Lord Brighton’s eyes flared. “And is she correct?”
“Not in the way you might think,” Matthew said slowly, aware of what Lord Brighton would immediately go to. “She has not had her reputation ruined by anyone or anything. There has been no scandal by which her name has been blackened.”
“Then what is it?”
Matthew winced inwardly, trying to find the words to explain but struggling to find what he could say that would make sense to his friend. “She is…not particularly ladylike,” he stammered, stumbling over his words. “No, that is not what I mean. She is more than ladylike in her outward appearance and demeanor.” He had seen from her manners at the dinner table that she could behave with all propriety, which was what he would have expected. “But it is more that her pursuits and her hopes for what she might achieve in this life are a little unusual compared to her peers.”
This did not seem to clarify matters for Lord Brighton, who shook his head and waited patiently for Matthew to say more, but there was nothing else that came to mind. There were, as far as he was concerned, no words to express the rush of emotion that had come over him from the moment Lady Wells had climbed into his carriage.
She had been just the same as before in her character, in her speech, and in her demeanor, but to see her womanly form clad in a gown of emerald green that had brought a fresh brightness to her eyes, and to see her dark tresses given freedom from their usual prison had made such an affection rise up in him that for some moments, he had not been able to speak.
It was the same as he had felt the moment he had seen her riding Beauchamp across the gardens, her hair flowing wildly behind her as she had galloped. She was the most vivacious, the most determined, the most unexpected, and the most courageous young lady he had ever met, and within him was growing a furious desire not to allow her to leave his side.
But what could he do? He could not make her his jockey for the rest of her days, for she certainly could not hide away in those clothes for ever! And yet he wanted to give her the freedom she long desired, to fight for her to be given the same opportunities as he. However, it appeared he would not be able to do so if she would not allow him near. There had been unbridled longing in her eyes, a desperate hope that all would be as he promised, but she had not stepped forward and taken a hold of it. Mayhap he had not been bold enough, mayhap he ought to have stated clearly what it was he was offering her, even if the desire had in itself given him something of a start. Would she have responded in the way he’d hoped, if he’d told her clearly that he was willing to marry her, to give her as much of the life she longed for as he could?
“You really do care for this young lady, do you not?”
Tugged from his thoughts yet again, Matthew saw Lord Brighton looking at him with a small smile on his face, although surprise was written in his expression.
“I do,” he admitted, wondering whether it had been that the affection for Lady Wells had been growing slowly within him only to make itself known in that one moment, or whether he had simply fallen in love with her upon seeing her as she truly was. “I just cannot find a way to convince her that she is all I will ever need. I do not care for what my mother nor what society would think, for if I care for her and she cares for me, then surely that is all that matters?”
Lord Brighton chuckled and reached for his newly filled glass of brandy. “I should say so,” he agreed, raising his glass. “I must hope that you will be able to achieve everything that you desire, Blackwell.”
Matthew accepted this with a thin smile. “And do you have any suggestion as to how I might go about it?” he asked, with a wry tone touching his words. “For I can think of none.”
“You must have determination,” Lord Brighton replied, taking a swig of his brandy. “You have long desired to win the Gold Cup and to be named Ascot’s victor. You have pursued it with everything you possess. Why not put the same force behind pursuing this young lady? Tell her that you do not accept her fears, show her that you will not care what others might say should you wed her. Prove to her that she is the object of your affections.” He shrugged. “And I am quite certain that you will, in the end, achieve your goal.”
Matthew considered this for a moment or two, a little surprised that Lord Brighton had managed to speak so eloquently and that he had given such excellent advice when he apparently knew so little of the state that Matthew now found himself in. It was, he considered, very wise to suggest that Matthew pursue Lady Wells in the same way that he had pursued the Gold Cup. It would mean giving everything he had to prove to her that she was the only one he considered, the only one he thought of. He wanted her to know that she was, in his eyes, more important than any Gold Cup, more important than any sort of achievement he felt he could attain. He would, of course, let her ride in the race, but there was no longer that desperate need within him to have her and Beauchamp win the Gold Cup. He just wanted her to be happy, to have had the chance to fulfill a long-held hope and to realize that he cared for her, just as she was.
“Do you know, Brighton,” he said slowly, feeling a fresh hope begin to fill his heart. “I believe you are quite right.” So saying, he took his brandy glass and raised it high. “I shall succeed.”
“Indeed you shall,” Lord Brighton agreed, before throwing back the rest of his brandy and setting down his glass with a thump.





Chapter Twelve
“Are you quite prepared?”
Matthew looked down at Lady Wells, seeing how she was biting her lip hard, her eyes looking anywhere but him. He had insisted that the jockey ride with him in the carriage as they made their way towards Ascot, stating that he was to give him some final instructions, and the staff had thought nothing of it.
“Lady Wells,” he said gently, reaching across and touching her hand. She jerked in surprise, her lip freed from between her teeth as she stared at him, clearly surprised at his touch.
“Lady Wells, quite frankly, you look terrified,” he said with a comforting smile. “You need not have anxiety about the race. I am certain you shall do well.”
“But I may not win,” she told him, the reason for her anxiety becoming clear. “I shall have convinced you to give me the opportunity to ride Beauchamp, will have convinced you that I am the best suited to the position, and then, when the time comes to prove myself, may not manage to do so at all!”
Matthew’s smile grew still further, clearly surprising Lady Wells as she looked back at him, her eyes holding confusion and a hint of fear.
“I know we have not spoken a good deal since the evening you dined with me, Lady Wells,” he began, keeping his voice soft. “I understand that there were some difficulties there, but I will not ever say that I regret being open with you.” His hand was still holding hers, although he could practically feel the nervousness running through her. “In that moment, I believe that my heart threw itself open and revealed itself in all its entirety to me. I could not turn from it, not when I knew that there was a good deal of affection there within it. Affection for you, Lady Wells.”
Lady Wells stared at him now, her eyes widening all the more. She made to tug her hand away, to turn away from him, but Matthew did not let his gentle grasp go loose. He needed to talk to her. He needed her to understand. He was pursuing her as best he could, determined to win her as he had once thought of winning the Gold Cup. “
“Pray do not turn from me now, Lady Wells,” he begged, his voice dipping low. “Yet, I would not trap you here. If you do not wish me to speak any further, then you may ask it of me and I shall remain entirely silent.” He searched her face, seeing how she looked away from him still, although her hand began to relax once more in his. Her cheeks were flushed with color, and even though she wore her wig and cap, Matthew had never thought her more beautiful.
“I have seen your determination and your strength, Lady Wells,” he told her, when moments passed without a word from her. “I have found my heart sorrowful over your struggles. I have found myself longing to be able to give you what you desire and, in some ways, this is a fulfillment of part of it, although not all.”
“I am very grateful for your kindness, Your Grace,” she replied, her voice thready with emotion. “But you have no need to feel responsible for me.”
A little surprised, Matthew leaned forward, trying to reassure her. “It is not out of a feeling of responsibility that I offer you more than just a temporary position as my jockey,” he told her firmly. “It is because you have captured my heart, Lady Wells.”
Nothing was said for what felt like hours. Lady Wells finally dragged her gaze back to his, her eyes blinking rapidly against what he presumed were tears. Her lips were pressed firmly together, her hand tightening in his. His own heart was beating frantically, waiting for her to react to this revelation but still, she said nothing.
“I-I was not particularly clear before,” he stammered, when she still said not a word. “I tried to offer you marriage without even saying the word. I was not outspoken about the affection that my heart now has for you, but that is because I did not know what to do with the feelings that swarm through me as they do now. I have considered them and allowed them free roam through my heart and all they have done is taken a hold of me further. I care for you vehemently, Lady Wells. I believe I am beginning to fall in love with you and that is the reason that I beg of you to reconsider accepting my hand.”
Lady Wells closed her eyes tightly, her eyelashes damp as a tear slipped from each one. “But that does not change the fact that I am entirely unsuitable for a duke,” she whispered, her breath rattling out of her as she stifled sobs. “I am not at all the right sort of young lady–”
“You are perfectly suited to me, Lady Wells,” he interrupted, reaching forward and brushing his thumb down her soft cheek. “You may consider yourself to be entirely unsuitable, but in that, you are utterly mistaken. I do not care what my mother would say nor what the beau monde would think, for you have become everything to me, my dear lady. You have captured my mind and my heart. I want to be the husband that you require, the husband who will not hold you back and will not restrain you. You and I share the very same passion, and you could be equal partner with me in that.”
Lady Wells let out a half sob, half laugh, dabbing at her eyes. “Except at Tattersall,” she reminded him. It was where ladies were certainly not at all allowed. He could not help but chuckle at this, feeling as though he had broken through one of her barriers to their continuing relationship.
“You might consider keeping your disguise then,” he said, making her laugh in response. “You could come along as a stable boy and enter Tattersall that way.”
She shook her head as though she could not quite believe it. “And you would allow me to do so?”
“I would encourage you to do so,” he told her, with as much determination as he could muster in his voice. “I want you to have the life of freedom that you desire, in as much as you can have it. I will be there to support you in this, Lady Wells…Catherine.”
At the sound of her name on his lips, Lady Wells ducked her head, but her smile was still evident in her face.
“I will not push you for an answer now,” he told her, putting his free hand atop of their joined ones. “Just consider what I have said, Lady Wells. I mean every word.”
“I know you do,” she answered softly. “I have never doubted your word, Your Grace.” Her eyes caught his for the briefest of moments before lowering again. “Nor can I pretend that I feel nothing for you also, although I have been fighting against such a thing for some time.”
This brought such joy to Matthew’s heart that, for a moment, he could not speak. It was only when she darted another glance towards him that he recovered himself. “That is quite wonderful, Catherine,” he murmured, his heart so filled with affection that it was all he could do not to catch her up in his arms and press his mouth to hers. “It is more than I ever dreamed would be possible between two people.” Leaning forward all the more, he waited until she had lifted her eyes to his, praying that she would hold his gaze. “Do not fear about the race, my love. I do not want you to feel anxious about what position you finish in.”
A flicker crossed her brow. “But you have longed to win the Gold Cup, have you not?” she asked, sounding a little uncertain. “That is why we have trained, is it not?”
“But that no longer holds significance for me, not in the way it once did,” he replied fervently. “My only desire is for you, Catherine. I want you to have the chance to achieve something you have long sought after, and for that, all I wish for is your enjoyment and your happiness. Ride Beauchamp in the knowledge that I care nothing for what position you finish in. I shall be content even if you are last! It is your happiness that I want more than anything else in this world, Catherine. Believe me. The desire for the Gold Cup and for the accolades and prestige that come with it are no longer in my consideration.”
Lady Wells blinked rapidly, clearly a little confused and struggling to accept this, but Matthew simply held her hands and her gaze until that disappeared and the smallest of smiles appeared on her lips, relief a little evident in her eyes.
“Thank you, Your Grace, you–”
“Blackwell,” he interrupted, letting go of her hands as the carriage began to slow. “You must call me Blackwell, Catherine.” He smiled as she blushed and looked away. “I insist upon it.”
“Then I shall obey,” she replied, with a sparkle in her eyes. “And thank you for all that you have done, Blackwell. I did not ever imagine that when I came to see Beauchamp that evening that this would be the result.”
“Nor did I,” he agreed, as the sounds of Ascot Heath began to make their way towards them both. “But I am very glad that they did.”
   
* * *
It was a little over an hour later by the time Matthew had both Beauchamp and Lady Wells prepared. Lady Wells was clad in his jockey’s colors of dark blue and scarlet, with flashes of the same on Beauchamp. Lady Wells was rather pale although the air of determination had not left her.
“I see the Greencoats are doing an excellent job of containing the crowd, as usual,” Matthew remarked, trying to find something to say that would remove some of Lady Wells’ fear. “Their prickers do tend to be quite effective.” He chuckled, recalling how he had often seen a young lad jerking with surprise as the long, spiked stick had caught him in the thigh, forcing him away from the edge of the races. “No one shall come too near to you, Lady Wells, have no fear.”
Lady Wells nodded and gave him a tight smile before beginning to pace up and down.
“I have heard that they are called ‘Greencoats’ due to the fact that their velvet coats are made from leftover material from the curtains that hang in Windsor Castle,” he continued, feeling somewhat desperate that he had not been able to put her at ease. “Although that has never been proven.”
“I-I must get some fresh air, I think.” Lady Wells had put one hand to her mouth, clearly feeling nauseous. “Forgive me, Your Grace. I had not thought I would react in such a way.”
He put one hand on her shoulder, sympathy rising in his chest. “Of course. Come. It is quite normal to feel so nervous, I believe, so you have nothing to be embarrassed about.” She was gone before he was finished speaking, obviously desperate to get the fresh air she needed. A small smile crossed his face as he ambled out after her, feeling sorry for her but knowing that she would do an excellent job regardless of how ill she felt. He had no doubt that she would be able to ride Beauchamp with all the skill she had done before, proving to both herself and to him that she had every right to be there.
“If only the ton could see it that way,” he muttered, ambling out slowly after her, his frustrations growing. Looking all about for her, he caught sight of her leaning heavily against one of the closed stalls that held another of the competitor’s horses, one hand clamped about her waist whilst a grim expression crossed her face. Making to go after her, he was suddenly caught by his name being shouted from somewhere behind him.
Turning, Matthew chuckled broadly at the sight of Lord Brighton and Lord Richardson, each waving a bit of paper in the air.
“You see?” Lord Richardson said with an injured air. “We have decided to bet on your horse after all. And you doubted that I would do so!”
Matthew grinned and slapped his friend on the shoulder. “I am very glad you have chosen to do so,” he replied, as Lord Brighton chuckled. “Although I have only this afternoon told my jockey that he is to do his level best and that if he does not come out victorious, then that does not particularly matter.”
Lord Richardson’s face fell, his eyes widening with astonishment. “What? I have put a large sum on Beauchamp winning, Blackwell! You cannot–”
“I believe Blackwell has discovered that there are some things that are a little more important than merely winning a race,” Lord Brighton said, his eyes searching Matthew’s face, his voice and expression calm. “Has all turned out well then?”
“Yes, very well,” Matthew replied, as Lord Richardson mumbled under his breath that he had no idea whatsoever about what they were talking of. “I hope to have a definite answer from her soon, but thus far, all appears to be just as I had hoped.” He grinned, his heart lifting in his chest. “It seems that pursuing her in the very same way as I once pursued winning the Gold Cup did, in its own way, make things turn out aright.”
Lord Brighton nodded, smiling. “I am very glad to hear it,” he replied. “Although I must say that I too hope that Beauchamp does well.” He waved his piece of paper in Matthew’s face. “It is not often that I make such a large bet.”
“Although, if that is your jockey, then might I suggest you go to their aid at once?” Lord Richardson said, pointing to something over Matthew’s left shoulder. “Goodness! That is a wiry lad and no mistake.”
Turning, Matthew was horrified to see that Lady Wells was now having to defend herself against not one but three other lads. One of them pushed her back, hard, making her stumble, whilst another advanced towards her, his fists held high.
“Rigby!” Matthew shouted, seeing the third fellow grin horribly as Matthew drew near, his heart in his mouth as he did so. “Stay away from her!”
Rigby merely laughed and proceeded to launch himself at Lady Wells, knocking her to the ground and slamming one fist into her face. Lady Wells screamed and kicked, her cap and then her wig falling to the ground, betraying her disguise. With barely any time to think, Matthew launched himself at Rigby, grasping him by the collar and forcing him off Lady Wells, throwing him backwards against the stalls.
“Get away,” Matthew roared, his anger burning hot and running all through him. “What do you think you’re doing?”
Rigby, his face going a deep scarlet, made to say something, only for his eyes to go back to Lady Wells, his mouth rounding to a circle of surprise. Matthew, not caring what Rigby thought, turned to help Lady Wells to her feet, seeing how some of her pins had tugged from her head and were now loosening her tresses from her head.
“A woman!” Rigby shouted, as Lady Wells leaned into Matthew, her eyes closed tight against the pain that must now be coursing through her cheek. “You have a woman as your jockey.”
“I do!” Matthew retorted, glaring at Rigby and not caring whether or not such a thing was known by everyone. “The rules state that anyone can race, do they not?” He saw Rigby’s dark smile falter, his eyes beginning to narrow. “Then why are you surprised that I have someone smaller, lighter, and better than any one of you here?”
“She will not be permitted,” Rigby repeated, his expression growing ugly. “You will fail again, Your Grace.” This was said with such sarcasm, such clear disdain, that it was all Matthew could do to remain precisely where he was and not, instead, plant Rigby a facer, as he dearly longed to do.
“Consider your own fortunes, Rigby,” he told the fellow, seeing how the smug smile on Rigby’s face began to fade. “You have just struck a woman to the ground. You are the one responsible for the damage to her face. What will people think of you now?”
This seemed to strike Rigby with a good deal more severity than anything Matthew had said before, for the man’s face went white, his eyes losing their anger, and the arrogant smile fading from his mouth. Matthew did not wait to say more but rather drew Lady Wells to his side, one arm about her shoulders and, turning, made their way back to Beauchamp and to the blessed cover of the roofed stall. No one would see her within, and he would have a few minutes to ensure she was not badly injured and shaken before making his way to find the officials of the Gold Cup race. No doubt the news would soon be all around Ascot Heath that he had a woman as his jockey. He would have to argue his case, of course, but he would do so with all fervor.
“I am fine. Truly,” Lady Wells murmured, as he let her go and bent down to look at her face. “I am not injured.”
Matthew winced, his eyes on the deep red mark to her cheekbone. Rigby had caught her rather well, unfortunately. “I am sorry such a thing has occurred, Lady Wells.”
“It is not your doing,” she replied softly, although he could see the hope fading in her eyes. “I do not think I shall be allowed to race now.”
He caught her chin and lifted it gently so that she was looking up into his eyes. “Do not give up hope yet, my dear,” he murmured, aware of how she softened under his gaze. “I will argue for you and pray that they will listen. Will you wait here?”
She nodded, reaching up to brush her fingers against his as he made to drop his hand. They held together for a moment, feeling the same sense of certainness that no matter what else occurred, they would have each other to turn to. The lightness in her eyes brought him joy, his smile growing steadily as she squeezed his fingers. On instinct, he brought her hand up to his lips and kissed the tips of them, feeling how she trembled.
“I must go before the rumors become too great,” he told her with regret. “If you will wait here?”
“Of course.” Their hands separated, and Matthew felt the loss of her touch like a sharp sting to his heart.
“We will wait with her if you like.”
Turning, Matthew saw Lord Richardson and Lord Brighton walk inside, although Lord Brighton was smiling but Lord Richardson appeared a little upset.
“You’d best hurry,” Lord Brighton continued, with an easy smile in Lady Wells’ direction. “That dratted Rigby is already doing all he can to spread word about your new jockey.” He gave Lord Richardson a nudge, before rolling his eyes. “Richardson is a little surprised, but we will make sure that no one comes near to your jockey and disturbs her further.”
“Thank you,” Matthew replied fervently, giving Lady Wells one last look before turning on his heel and hurrying back outside. He had to argue for Lady Wells, had to find a way to get the first woman in all of England to compete in the Gold Cup. Had not the late monarch Queen Anne given these grounds specifically for the racing of horses? If a woman had been able to give the grounds out of a love for riding and for races, then why should not a woman be permitted to compete? With the words of his argument already ringing around his head, Matthew hurried towards the officials tent, praying that they would, at the very least, listen to him. He could not imagine Lady Wells’ disappointment if they refused her, not when she had worked so hard and given so much.
“I will not let you down,” he whispered aloud, not seeing a wide-eyed, white-faced young lady staring at him as he passed. “No, Lady Wells, I refuse to be the one to let your dreams shatter. I will find a way, no matter how much it takes.”





Chapter Thirteen
As much as she did not want to admit it, the pain from where Rigby had punched her was sending waves of agony all through her face and into her head where it seemed to collect, filling her head with a throbbing ache that would not go away. Sitting down on a small wooden bench that one of the two gentlemen had procured for her and drinking the glass of water that the other had brought for her so that she might recover herself somewhat, as he had put it, Catherine leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes.
So, everyone would know now that she was a woman. Rigby would make sure of it, for the gleam in his eye as he had spotted her hair told her that nothing she could say would make any difference. He had come here with the sole intention of ruining the duke’s chances of winning the Gold Cup – mayhap with the intention of beating her so hard until she could barely stand up or the like – but had instead managed to prevent her from doing so by revealing the truth of her sex. There was, from what she could hear, a fairly large crowd beginning to grow outside the covered stall, making her glad that she had been able to hide herself away in the corner. Beauchamp was busy nosing at her now and again, clearly undisturbed by the noise outside but perhaps wondering what she was doing sitting right at the back of the stall. As he lowered his head again, Catherine could not help but laugh, rubbing at his nose gently and murmuring that everything was going to be quite all right.
“You are an excellent jockey from what I hear.”
Catherine glanced up at the first gentleman, who was smiling broadly at her. His face was kind, his eyes lingering on the mark on her face.
“I ride well, yes,” Catherine admitted, although not in a boastful manner. “It is just unfortunate that, as a lady, I am barred from doing so in a competitive manner.”
The gentleman inclined his head. “I can see your frustration,” he said, his tone suggesting to her that he truly was trying to understand. “Lord Richardson, I think, is slowly beginning to consider the matter in a better light. You must understand, he has placed a large bet and has therefore been quite shocked to discover the truth.” He chuckled, and Catherine could not help but smile, realizing that this gentleman must be Lord Brighton, if the other gentleman, who was pacing up and down, was Lord Richardson.
“I would make to win the race if I could be allowed to compete,” she told Lord Brighton, her confidence growing in a way it had not done before. It was as though, in being told that she might not be allowed to race, her nerves had gone completely and were now slowly being replaced with a firm assurance. “I am not certain that I shall be permitted however.”
Lord Brighton shrugged, looking hopeful. “A mere child raced last year,” he reminded her. “The rules state that anyone can compete.”
“Anyone who is of the correct gender,” she corrected him. “It is not written there, but that is what is implied.”
“Do not lose hope yet, Lady Wells,” Lord Brighton replied firmly. “The duke will make his feelings on the matter known in the most determined of fashions, and he does bear a good deal of influence.” A small laugh escaped from the corner of his mouth. “One of the benefits that comes with being so highly titled, I think!”
“Indeed,” Catherine murmured, rubbing her hands together and feeling tension run through her. The duke did have a good deal of influence, yes, but what if he still could not convince the officials? She would have to return home, would have to leave his estate and never again be allowed to ride nor race Beauchamp.
He wants to marry you, Catherine.
A small, quiet voice thrust up into her mind, reminding her of all the words of tenderness and affection that the duke had spoken. In her sorrow and frustration, she had forgotten that he had spoken to her in such a way, had forgotten his desperate and obvious fondness that had been held out to her as a gift, waiting for her to accept. Her heart had turned over on itself, sending both astonishment and flurries of happiness ricocheting through her. Despite her worry that she would not be allowed to compete, Catherine felt her heart rise up in her chest, pulled there by nothing more than sheer happiness. She had, at the first, thought to refuse him again, aware that she was not the sort of lady a duke needed for a wife – but he had done all that he could to prove to her that he did not care what the ton nor what his mother said of her. He wanted to give her as much as he could by way of fulfilling her dreams. Most likely, he would let her ride whenever she wished, had promised that she might even come to Tattersall with him – although she might have to improve her disguise somewhat! She had not been certain what to do, had not been sure of what to say, only to look into his eyes and to see that there was a fierce, unrelenting love burning in his eyes. Every word he had said, every promise he had made was, she knew, the complete truth. He had, as he had said, fallen in love with her. His affection was genuine, his promises committed. How could she turn from that? Her heart began to fill all the more with a deep abiding affection that she knew, deep within herself, was the very first strains of love. She had come here in the hope of being able to race but instead had found something a good deal more precious. The duke’s heart was hers and, in return, she gave him her own. Their bond was growing stronger with every day that passed, and Catherine knew that her love for him would only continue to blossom.
“Catherine?”
She started violently, her head slamming into the wooden wall as she twisted in her seat, hearing her cousin’s voice.
“No one is permitted within,” Lord Richardson said, making to shoo Dinah away, but Catherine was on her feet before he could say more
“No, wait. Please,” she called, coming closer and seeing Dinah staring at her with wide eyes. Behind her stood Catherine’s sister, Merry, who had gone sheet white as Catherine emerged.
“Dinah,” Catherine breathed, beckoning Dinah forward. “Whatever are you doing here?”
Much to Catherine’s surprise, Dinah let out a strangled sob and threw her arms around Catherine’s shoulders. Merry, coming inside, shook her head as Dinah began to cry in earnest, her displeasure evident.
“We have been looking all over for you,” Merry told her, as Dinah stepped back. “I had only just come to London when I received a note from Mother, begging for my help in finding you, Catherine!”
A flush of guilt crept up Catherine’s spine. “I am sorry for that, Merry, but as you can see, I am quite well.”
Merry nodded slowly, her eyes dropping to the floor. “You are dressed as a gentleman, Catherine,” she murmured, clearly a little embarrassed to be talking to her sister about such a thing. “So, you are the jockey that the Duke of Blackwell is trying to convince everyone to accept.”
“The moment I saw him, I knew there was a chance you were here also,” Dinah explained, as Merry’s eyes suddenly filled with tears, clearly glad that she had managed to find her sister but a little sorrowful that it had been under these specific circumstances. “And then Merry discovered that the rumors are that the duke is attempting to have a woman race his horse Beauchamp.”
“And you knew,” Catherine murmured, as Dinah nodded fervently. “I am sorry to have hidden myself from you all, but I had to do this. I had to try and achieve what has long captured my heart. The agony of not being able to do so was more than I could bear.” She turned to Merry, seeing how her sister was blinking back tears. “I am sorry to have caused so much pain and worry. That was not my intention.”
“I know.” Merry reached out and took Catherine’s hand, squeezing it gently as she tried her best to keep her composure. “But you gave us all a very great fright, Catherine.” She let out a long breath, evidently blowing away her anger and allowing her relief to flood her. “Mother will be so very glad.”
Catherine smiled and reached for Merry, giving her a long hug that spoke of both healing and understanding. “I shall be glad to see her again,” she said honestly. “I will apologize, of course, but I must also tell her the news that I am no longer to be an unmarried spinster with a penchant for the races.” Stepping back, she laughed at the matching looks of astonishment in her sister and cousin’s eyes. “I have not accepted as yet but have no doubt that I shall!”
Dinah’s voice was soft, her eyes still as big as saucers. “The duke,” she breathed, as Catherine nodded. “He knows you are Lady Wells then?”
“He discovered it, yes,” Catherine admitted. “And thereafter, we have found ourselves to be quite taken with one another.” Her smile spread as Merry began to cry with evident happiness, pulling out a handkerchief from her sleeve. “I was to refuse him, believing that I was not suitable for a gentleman such as he, but he has convinced me that I need not fear such a thing.”
“No,” said a voice from just behind Merry. “No, you need not.”
Catherine let out a long breath as the duke came inside, his expression gentle as his eyes fixed upon hers.
“My sister and my cousin have discovered me, as you can see,” she said, gesturing to Merry and Dinah. “I believe you have met my cousin before but–”
“I know Lady Weston, of course,” the duke murmured, bowing quickly towards Merry, who only managed the smallest of curtsies given her current emotional state. “And Miss Shepherd, of course. How are you this day?”
“Much better for seeing Catherine,” Dinah replied, surprising Catherine with her firmness. “I thank you, Your Grace.”
“What has been decided, Blackwell?” Catherine asked, moving towards the duke and seeing how he smiled at her. Was it because he had been permitted to have her race? Or was it merely because he was glad to see her safe?
“I have spoken at length with the officials,” he began, reaching out to take her hand and pressing it lightly. “The rules, such as they are, state that anyone is permitted to race. Anyone. That includes women, of course.”
“But they did not agree,” Catherine said, knowing what was coming. “They believe me to be entirely unsuitable for the race.”
The duke’s smile softened. “They were quite adamant that a woman could not do so, of course. However, the rules are quite clear, and it is to the rules that they must abide, being the officials of Ascot Heath.”
A sudden curl of excitement tore through Catherine’s belly. “You do not mean to say that–”
“Indeed I do, my love,” he interrupted, now grinning broadly. “They could find no way to remove your right to race from the rules. Therefore, this year, you are permitted to race – although, I fear that the rules shall be swiftly changed thereafter!”
Catherine could hardly breathe, staring up at the duke as though she expected him to then shake his head and say that, in fact, she was not to be permitted after all, but no such words were spoken. Instead, he simply smiled at her, his hand tight in hers, waiting for her to respond.
“I am to race,” Catherine breathed, her heart beginning to beat furiously in her chest. “I am to be permitted to race.”
“You are,” the duke murmured, coming closer and putting one arm about her waist, pulling her a little closer. “And whether you win or whether you come at the very end, we shall have a celebration of your success thereafter.”
Hardly able to believe it, Catherine let out a small, shaky laugh feeling as though she wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. Her hand went to her mouth, her eyes shining as she held the duke’s gaze, her excitement growing to a crescendo. She was to be able to race, not disguised as Mr. Leighton but as herself. She was going to be able to prove that she was able to race and compete just as well as any gentleman; she was going to be able to show that she had as much mettle and skill as they. She could hardly believe it.
“I should inform Mama as quickly as possible,” Merry interrupted, not quite managing a smile. “The news of your ride will go all through London within minutes, I am quite certain.”
That took some of the joy from Catherine, knowing that this might very well affect her cousin’s reputation. “I shall make sure to cover my face as best I can, although I shall let my hair free so that there can be no doubt as to who I am,” Catherine told Merry, aware of how her sister’s relief was immediately apparent. “I would not bring shame nor mortification down upon anyone.”
“Are you quite certain?” Dinah asked, taking a step forward and looking at Catherine with concern. “You know very well how I feel about the ton and the Season, so you need not do so on my account.”
Catherine smiled at her cousin. “I believe that I too felt the very same way as you as regarded the ton, marriage, and the like, Dinah. However, now I must admit that I feel very differently. Things can change, my dear cousin, and it is with that awareness that I shall choose to hide my features from the world. I shall still be able to prove to those watching that a woman can compete just as well as any gentleman, all without showing my face.” She reached out and pressed Dinah’s hand. “Trust me. This is for the best.”
“Most considerate of you, Lady Wells,” said Lord Brighton, who was, much to Catherine’s surprise, looking at Dinah with interest. “Come now, shall I take you back?” He offered his arm to Dinah, who stared at him as though she did not quite understand what he was offering. Catherine hid her smile as Dinah, eventually, reached out and accepted it, clearly quite uncertain as to what she was doing.
“I wish you the very best of luck, dear sister,” Merry murmured, putting one hand on Catherine’s shoulder for a moment. “Have no fear about what Mama will say. I will speak to her at length on your behalf.”
“Thank you,” Catherine replied gratefully. “Just reassure her that I am well and that I am content – and that I shall be home again by this evening.”
“I will, of course.” Merry smiled, let go of Catherine’s arm, and left, swiftly followed by Lord Richardson.
Catherine felt the air grow thick about her as she looked up into the duke’s face, seeing how his gaze had become tender, how his eyes were filled with the affection he had for her. His arm was still about her waist, and as she held his gaze, she saw him shift so that he was standing closer to her still.
“I have every faith in you, my love,” he told her, his head lowering just a little. “Know that I will be cheering you on, glad that you are finally being given the chance to ride and race as you have long dreamed of.”
Catherine let out her breath slowly, sending some of her flickering nerves away. “I shall be confident, knowing that you are there watching and waiting for me,” she replied, feeling the urge to tip her head up towards his. “You are quite wonderful, Your Grace.”
He chuckled and, reaching up, began to pull out the pins from her hair, letting the rest of her tresses fall down her back. A shiver ran down Catherine’s spine as he did so, feeling the extraordinary sensations that came with his touch. Her breath shuddered out of her as he ran his fingers through her hair, seeing how his own breathing quickened.
“I will always be waiting for you, Catherine,” the duke murmured, his other hand now framing her face. “I will wait for your answer for as long as it will take for you to give it to me. I do not want to lose you from my life, for you can never be lost from my heart.”
She closed her eyes, reached up, and pressed her mouth to his, giving into the urge that had been slowly building within her. For a moment, the duke did not react and then, in a heady burst of emotion, he wrapped his arms about her waist and crushed her against him. Catherine’s heart burst into a furious gallop as she clung to him, unable to do anything more.
“I take it then,” the duke whispered, his mouth only just away from hers as he broke their kiss, “that you have decided to accept me?”
“I have,” Catherine whispered, her eyes still closed as her heart roared with love for him. “My heart is yours, Blackwell. It is filled with a love for you that I know will remain there until the end of my days, growing a little brighter and stronger every day.” She felt his lips press against her cheek, both relieved and sorrowful when he let her go. The sensation of being in his arms had been utterly overwhelming.
“You cannot know how much joy this brings me, my love,” he murmured, now catching her hands in his as she opened her eyes. “My heart is overflowing with joy! I – I want to shout from the roof of the stalls that my bride shall be none other than the wonderful, strong, passionate, fiery creature that is Lady Wells!”
Catherine laughed aloud as he again wrapped her in his arms, whirling her about the stall and making Beauchamp snort in surprise. When he set her down, she leaned into him again, her head resting against his shoulder. His arms came about her as she settled there, feeling as though they were taking the first steps towards being as one, as husband and wife.
“I think Beauchamp is in agreement,” the duke said, as Beauchamp nickered loudly, making Catherine laugh. “And that should be all the confirmation you require, my love.”
She looked up at him again, her expression joyous. “You are all that I need,” she told him honestly. “I can look forward to my future now, knowing that you will not hold me back.”
“Never,” he promised her, before reaching down to kiss her again.





Chapter Fourteen
“Did I hear it said that you have a woman riding your horse?”
Matthew, standing in the grandstand, tried not to sigh. “Yes, it is quite true,” he told the gentleman behind him, wondering if they had ever been acquainted before. “And I have no shame in acknowledging it.”
“But a woman!” the man replied, laughing aloud. “They cannot ride as well as gentlemen! What on earth are you thinking in permitting such a thing?”
Matthew closed his eyes and let his hands tighten on the rail, his frustrations growing by the minute. “I think that is the point of allowing her to ride,” he grated, praying that the man would stop asking questions and making comments. “It is to prove to those watching that a woman can, in fact, ride just as well as a gentleman, if not better.”
The loud guffaw that came from the fellow told Matthew that he had failed entirely in his attempt to defend his choice of rider. The man shook his head and slapped Matthew on the shoulder, making him tense all the more.
“You will be the laughingstock of England!” the gentleman cried, laughing through his words. “And I shall be the very first one to see your reaction when that jockey of yours comes in dead last.”
Matthew could not contain himself any longer. Turning around, he jabbed one long, hard finger into the man’s chest, seeing how the smile immediately slid from his face, replaced with a look of fright. The top hat he wore – something required for all gentlemen when they attended the races – wobbled dramatically as Matthew began to speak, prodding the gentleman with each word he spoke.
“That is quite enough,” he said, seeing the man begin to splutter. “I am not even acquainted with you, and yet you think you can speak to me in such a way? Have you no realization of who I am?”
The gentleman took a step back, as Matthew dropped his hand, his brows knotting as he glared at the fellow.
“I am the Duke of Blackwell, willing to take a risk on a certain young lady because I believe her to be the best jockey in all of England,” he stated, his voice loud and filled with both pride and determination. “I will not be laughed at, nor chased out of London by gossip and mockery. No, instead, I shall stand here, proud and victorious, as my horse and my jockey make it known to all of England that a woman can ride just as well as any gentleman, should they be given the opportunity.”
The gentleman tugged a handkerchief from his pocket and began to dab at his forehead, beginning to bluster. His face was bright red, and all about him, gentlemen were listening with obvious interest as Matthew finished his speech.
“So might I suggest, therefore, that you cease your mockery and, for perhaps even a moment, begin to believe that a lady might be more than capable of something you have already decided she cannot do.” Matthew sent one final hard look towards the fellow and then turned back towards the Ascot Heath, his hands curling into tight fists as he did so. He had no doubt that, even if Lady Wells should win the race, that he would have a good deal of gossip and the like to contend with, but that was something he did not care about in the least bit. However, he would not tolerate mockery or the like, not when it was entirely unjustified. Lady Wells, he knew, was about to prove to them all that a lady could not only ride well but race, and for that, he was more than little proud.
“Not having any trouble, I hope?”
Matthew turned to see Lord Brighton making his way through the assembled gentlemen, elbowing the red-faced gentleman out of his way.
“I should not have any trouble now, no,” Matthew replied, with a small, rueful smile. “I will not have gentlemen mock me when they have no understanding of what she can do.”
Lord Brighton let out a long breath, leaning forward on the railings. “I have no understanding of it either, to be truthful, but I trust your judgement.” He smiled, his expression brightening. “And may I be among the first to wish you happy.”
“I thank you,” Matthew replied, his tension fading as he thought of the day that would soon come, the day when he could make Lady Wells his bride. “I thank you for your encouragement to continue pursuing the matter, Brighton. Without it, I might not now be standing here with such a joy in my heart.”
Lord Brighton chuckled, slapping Matthew on the shoulder. “I am glad to have been so helpful,” he replied, turning his attention back to the race ground. “Oh, look. The horses are taking their places.”
Matthew’s stomach immediately began to churn, his fingers tightening on the rail as he clung to it, as though his very life depended on how tight a grip he had. He could see the dark navy and scarlet from where he stood, could see Lady Wells as she mounted, holding onto the reins in her usual gentle manner. She had a large kerchief tied around her head, covering her nose and her mouth and hiding a good deal of her face. When questioned, Matthew had stated to the officials that it was to keep dust out of the lady’s nose and mouth, and for whatever reason, they had accepted it. He would have been happy if she had chosen to reveal her face to everyone but was also content to go along with her decision, knowing that she was making it for the sake of her cousin and her family name. Beauchamp was stamping and snorting, but Matthew did not feel any particular concern at that. The horse was clearly in an excitable mood and ready to race, but he had no doubt that Lady Wells would be able to contain him.
He could hear a few loud jeers from all around him, hear the sounds of mocking rushing to his ears as a few of the spectators noticed that a woman was sitting astride, clad in a jockey’s outfit. He did not let them affect him and prayed that Lady Wells herself would not permit them to affect her either. Watching them closely, his heart quickening in his chest, he let out a long steadying breath and waited for the starting pistol.
The sound ricocheted across the grounds, making him start. The horses moved as one, one large creature making its way along the racetrack. His heart moved into his throat as the horses began to separate, his hands holding onto the rail so hard that they began to hurt.
“There she goes!” Lord Brighton shouted, his excitement obvious. “Look, she is staying near the middle of the pack! She is not falling behind!”
This was supposed to be something of a compliment, Matthew supposed, managing a small, tight smile as he glanced at his friend. Breathing slowly so as to keep himself calm, he kept his gaze fixed on Lady Wells, seeing how she bent low over Beauchamp’s neck, her hair flying out behind her. She used no crop and did not beat nor shout at Beauchamp, as some of the other jockeys did. Instead, she simply fixed her gaze on the path ahead, her hands loose on the reins. Beauchamp, free to run just as he pleased, suddenly put on a surge of speed, pushing himself forward past the other horses.
Lady Wells was no longer in the middle of the pack. Nor was she merely close to the front, she was, in fact, beginning to overtake the leader.
“Look, look, Blackwell!” Lord Brighton exclaimed, his hand grasping Matthew’s arm as though he was not watching Lady Wells intently. “She is gaining! She is gaining!”
“She is doing more than gaining,” Matthew breathed, his excitement curling upwards in his chest. “She is…winning!”
Indeed, Lady Wells was doing precisely that. She was now at the very front, riding hard and crouched even lower over Beauchamp’s neck. The crowd had fallen almost silent, their evident surprise that a woman was able to ride so fast and so quickly in the most important race of all overwhelming them. Matthew could barely breathe, seeing how Beauchamp galloped all the more quickly, evidently delighted with the open ground and the chance to run as fast as he pleased. The end of the race was growing ever closer and Matthew found himself growing more and more anxious, fearing that something terrible was going to happen, that something dreadful would occur that would prevent Lady Wells from winning.
But it did not. The sound of cheering exploded around him as he stared at the finish line, seeing how Beauchamp crossed it at least several lengths ahead of the others. He could do nothing nor say a single word, his eyes fixed on Lady Wells as the air about him flooded with noise. It was fuzzy, burning into his mind but not quite able to bring about a reaction from within himself. It was as if he could not quite take it in, could not quite let himself believe what had just occurred.
Lady Wells had won. Beauchamp was the victor. He would take home the Gold Cup. And all because he had allowed her the opportunity to prove herself.
“You did it, old boy!” Lord Brighton slapped him on the back and then grabbed his hand, shaking it hard. “My goodness, what a race! I don’t think there’s ever been anything like that before! I’d say that jockey of yours has done what no other jockey has ever achieved before. Several lengths ahead, I’d say, several lengths at least!” He pumped Matthew’s hand firmly, laughing as Matthew looked back at him, a little dazed.
“She won,” Matthew heard himself say, as Lord Brighton laughed all the more. “She did it.”
“She did,” Lord Brighton agreed loudly, letting go of Matthew’s hand and gesturing towards the race ground where Lady Wells had slipped from the saddle and was now leaning against Beauchamp’s neck, perhaps murmuring something to him as she patted his neck. “Hadn’t you better go down and congratulate her?”
Matthew nodded, his legs feeling a trifle weak as he did so. “Yes,” he mumbled, trying to move away from the rail. “Yes, I should. Good gracious.” He turned back to Lord Brighton, blinking quickly. “Has she really won the Gold Cup?”
Lord Brighton shook his head and laughed uproariously. “Believe it, old boy!” he said loudly. “The Gold Cup is finally yours!”
It felt as though every eye was on him as Matthew made his way to the race ground, seeing how Lady Wells eyes were darting this way and that, perhaps afraid that someone else would approach her and tug the band from her face. When she saw him, however, relief flooded her gaze, and he felt certain she was smiling.
“My goodness, Lady Wells.” He shook his head in sheer amazement and wonder as he reached for her hands. “What an amazing rider you are.”
She flushed, her cheeks and temples going a delicate pink. “I cannot tell you how much this meant to me, Blackwell. To ride Beauchamp on the Ascot Heath, to be able to have the chance to ride against those who would consider themselves to be my betters…it was all quite extraordinary.”
“But you have done so,” he murmured, wishing to goodness that he could catch her up in his arms and press his mouth to hers but knowing he could not do so in front of the crowd. “You have shown everyone here that a woman can ride even better than a gentleman, and that they are capable of a good deal more than some might think them.”
“Thank you,” she whispered, looking up at him with shining eyes. “If it had not been for you, then I do not think that I should ever have been able to achieve this wonderous moment. You gave me the opportunity when so many would not have done so. You allowed me to ride Beauchamp and to prove myself to you.”
“And you have done more than prove yourself,” he replied fervently. “If it were not for this crowd, Catherine, I would hold you close and whisper all that is in my heart, for you have become more dear to me than any other.”
Again, her eyes sparkled, and she made to say more, only for an official to clear his throat loudly as he began to make his way towards them.
“I believe you are the winner, Your Grace,” the man said, barely giving Lady Wells a glance. He was tall and thin, with a thin white moustache and a neat grey beard. His top hat was placed firmly on his head, and he seemed to have an air of arrogance about him that Matthew immediately despised. A young lad was behind him, carrying a small cloth bag that Matthew presumed held Lady Wells’ winnings and, in the other arm, a Gold Cup. The cup that Matthew had sought to hold for so long.
“I believe that my jockey here, won the race,” he replied, forcing the gentleman to look at Lady Wells, who was standing tall and proud next to Beauchamp. “You may give her the winnings during the upcoming presentation. I shall not come forward.”
The man cleared his throat, appearing a little uncomfortable. “Your Grace, you must understand that, whilst that is normally the situation, in the current circumstances, we cannot…” Trailing off under the heavy glint in Matthew’s foreboding gaze, the gentleman turned his head away, trying to appear nonchalant. “The situation is vastly different from previous years, and I had hoped Your Grace would understand.”
Matthew did not understand, his frustrations and anger beginning to burn in his heart. Lady Wells had been the victor; Lady Wells had been the one to achieve the win; and therefore, she ought to be treated as any other victor had been done in the past. “You mean to say that, because my jockey is a woman, you will not give her the winnings in front of the crowd?”
The man began to stammer, clearly embarrassed. Matthew made to say more, only for Lady Wells to press her hand to his arm.
“I do not need the accolade, Blackwell,” she said gently. “I do not need any of it. I have won. The crowd knows it, you know it, and I know it to be true. I have won the Gold Cup. That is more than enough for my heart.”
Matthew felt his irritation begin to die away, seeing the look in her eyes and hearing the gentleness of her voice, but yet something within him began to turn against what the gentleman had said. He wanted Lady Wells to see just how many people were in awe of what she had done, of what she had achieved. He did not want her to turn away, as content as she might be within herself. He wanted her to see the crowd cheering for her, to feel that sheer joy in her heart.
“No,” he murmured, putting one hand over hers. “No, Lady Wells. It is not right for you to be treated so. Let me set things to right.”
The official began to stammer again, perhaps believing that Matthew was about to demand that Lady Wells be a part of the official presentation, but Matthew ignored him completely. Moving away from Lady Wells, away from Beauchamp and the official, he turned to face the crowd and spread his arms wide.
“You have seen a magnificent race today!” he began, bellowing loudly until finally, some of the crowd began to turn towards him. Looking to the grandstand, he saw Lord Brighton and Lord Richardson began to shush those about them, clearly wanting to hear what he had to say.
“You have seen a victor come forth,” Matthew continued, knowing full well that he would, most likely, lose his voice by the time he came to the end of his speech. “My jockey has proven to you all that a woman can ride just as well as a gentleman and, in this case, even better than a gentleman!” This statement was met with a few groans, a few mutters of disapproval but, mostly, loud cheers that made Matthew’s heart rise with pride. “She is magnificent,” he shouted, gesturing towards Lady Wells and seeing how she ducked her head, clearly a little embarrassed. “She rode better than anyone here today. Beauchamp, my horse, responds to her in a way that he does to no other. I cannot help but be filled with pride. My jockey has won!”
The crowd exploded with cheers and applause, and Matthew, a grin on his face, turned to the official and gestured for him to hand the winnings and the Gold Cup to Lady Wells. The gentleman clearly did not want to do so, but with a quick glance towards the crowd soon realized that he did not have any other choice. Without a word, without complaint, but also without a smile, he took the bag and the cup from the small boy and, with hasty steps, hurried towards Lady Wells. Handing them to her without ceremony, he jerked his head in a brief nod before turning on his heel to scurry away. Matthew’s anger burned but with an effort, he dampened the flames. The roar of the crowd as Lady Wells looked down at what she now held lifted his spirits, making his chest swell with pride as she turned her eyes to his, seeing how they had flared with wonder.
“Your champion!” he yelled, clapping wildly as the crowd’s roar swelled the air again, their thunderous applause and cheers and whoops of delight making Lady Wells face – what he could see of it at least — flush bright red.
“My champion,” he said to her, as he came close enough for her to hear him over the crowd. “Listen to that noise, Catherine. They are cheering for you. They are applauding for you. You deserve all of this and more, my dear. You are the victor. You are the champion. You are completely and utterly magnificent.”
Her eyes spilled over with tears, dampening the kerchief as she reached out her hand to his. He held it tightly, prouder than he could express. The Gold Cup was not anything of importance to him any longer. Instead, it was the sheer happiness in Lady Wells’ eyes that filled his heart. She had fulfilled a dream she had never allowed herself to hope for and came out as the champion of one of the most important races of the year. He hoped she would never forget this moment.





Chapter Fifteen
“Catherine! Good gracious!”
Catherine tried not to cry as her mother reached for her, her hands shaking violently as she embraced her daughter.
“I am sorry, Mama.”
Those words came from her mouth without any real understanding in her own mind as to why she said them. What was it she was sorry for? She did not regret racing, nor did she regret leaving London in the first place to pursue a different life for a time.
And then, it hit her. As her mother clung to her, Catherine recalled how she had so often meant to write to her mother, to let her know that she was safe and unaffected by scandal but, what with one thing and the next, had quite forgotten to do so.
“I should have let you know that I was quite safe, Mama,” she admitted, her voice hoarse as Dinah and Merry stood nearby, watching the reunion. “I am sorry I did not.”
Her mother swallowed hard and let Catherine go, her eyes glistening with tears. “I have been frantic with worry for you.”
“I had to go,” Catherine replied, trying to explain without completely breaking down into tears. “I had to find a new way forward, Mama. I could not simply be a lady of the ton, expected to behave and act as everyone else did.”
“Dinah believed you had gone in search of such a thing,” Lady Whitehaven replied, glancing towards Dinah who was, much to Catherine’s surprise, not looking at all judgmental but rather appeared relieved that all was well. “She said that you might have returned to the Duke of Blackwell’s estate, since you had mentioned his horse on one prior occasion, but I did not think she was at all correct.” Lady Whitehaven shook her head. “It seems I was wrong.” A tear trickled down her cheek, sending another stab of guilt through Catherine’s heart.
“I am sorry, Mama, for hiding my intentions from you, but I could not tell you for fear that you would not let me go. I had to seek out an opportunity to fulfill all that I had dreamed and hoped for, for so long.”
Lady Whitehaven accepted the handkerchief that Merry surreptitiously handed her, dabbing at her eyes. Her lips trembled, her face pale, and yet there was something like pride gleaming in her eyes.
“And you have done so at last, it seems.”
Catherine said nothing, her hands twisting in front of her as her mother wiped her eyes.
“You have managed to achieve something that no other person has ever achieved before,” Lady Whitehaven continued, lifting her chin just a little and looking directly at Catherine. “You outran every other rider out on the race today, by at least eight lengths!” The shake was slowly beginning to leave her voice. “I could hardly believe it when Merry told me that it was you riding that great creature.”
“Beauchamp,” Catherine interrupted, as her mother shook her head in evident astonishment. “The Duke of Blackwell’s horse. And yes, Mama, before you ask, he was aware of the truth of my identity but chose to allow me to ride anyway.”
Lady Whitehaven’s eyes rounded a little more. “He did not–”
“He has been nothing but a gentleman, Mama,” Catherine promised. “I have never once been in danger. I swear that to you. My reputation has not been damaged in that sense.” Taking a step closer, she reached out and settled her hand over her mother’s. “Although he does wish to speak to you, Mama. He suggested that I come to you alone so that we might speak together first but, whenever it is appropriate, I know that he wishes to call on us. On you.” She smiled as her mother appeared even more astonished, although a slow understanding appeared to be dawning on her. Lady Whitehaven caught her breath suddenly, her hand tightening on Catherine’s.
“You mean to say that he…”
“Even with all my foibles and peculiarities, it appears that the duke has become somewhat enamored with me,” Catherine laughed, seeing the astonishment on her mother’s face, which was swiftly followed with a broad smile. “Yes, Mama, it seems that you are to have your wish at last.” Her heart lifted, her face shining with joy. “If you will permit it, Mama, then I will soon marry the Duke of Blackwell.”
   
* * *
“Good afternoon, Your Grace.”
Catherine hid a smile as her mother greeted the duke, aware that her mother was still quite overcome with all that had occurred, even though it was now two days since the Gold Cup had come to a close.
“Thank you very much for allowing me to call on you, Lady Whitehaven,” the duke replied, bowing low over Lady Whitehaven’s hand. “I understand from your daughter that you are very glad to have her returned home at last.”
Lady Whitehaven shot Catherine a look that said a good deal more than her response to the duke. Catherine smiled meekly, recalling how many sharp words had been sent in her direction since she had returned home, for her mother had not held back from berating Catherine for her foolish and reckless behavior, even though it had brought with it some excellent and agreeable outcomes.
“I am delighted to have her back home safely, yes,” Catherine’s mother replied, gracious and considerate, as she gestured for the duke to sit down. “I was in something of a state over her disappearance, I confess.”
Catherine winced, recalling just how upset and confused her mother had been and feeling fairly guilty still over her lack of consideration for her mother’s frantic state. Thankfully, Lady Whitehaven had told Catherine only this morning that she had quite forgiven her, stating that whilst she could not condone what Catherine had done, she could understand it and was glad that she had found someone with such understanding and consideration thereafter. Catherine had silently thought to herself that her mother would not have been so quick to forgive had it not been for the fact that Duke of Blackwell had made his intentions clear. Had she returned home without anything other than an apology, then Lady Whitehaven’s reaction would, most likely, have been very different.
“I am sorry for the part I played in that,” the duke replied, as Dinah rose to ring for tea. “But I cannot help but think that, without your daughter’s tenacity, I might never have found so much happiness.” Looking up at her, he smiled tenderly and sent a flush straight to Catherine’s cheeks. “I was quite set on being a bachelor for some time yet – much to the chagrin of my mother, I might add – and then, for reasons I could not understand, such an idea became almost repugnant to me.” He held Catherine’s gaze as he spoke, leaving her feeling as though she were the only one in the room, the only one of any importance. “I could not imagine being without her. I could not abide the thought of having her gone from me.” Pressing his lips together, he turned back to look at Lady Whitehaven. “Which is why I must ask you, Lady Whitehaven, if I have your permission to marry your daughter.”
Catherine held her breath, knowing full well that it was foolish to feel so anxious when her mother was not likely to refuse the duke, but still feeling the need to do so nonetheless.
Lady Whitehaven, however, looked utterly enchanted by the duke. Her smile was already present, her eyes bright with happiness.
“I have no doubt that you will make each other very happy indeed,” she replied, rising to her feet and coming across to the duke so that she might press his hand. He rose immediately also, taking Lady Whitehaven’s hand in his and inclining his head again. “I know that my son, the new Lord Whitehaven, will have no objections whatsoever.”
“Thank you, Lady Whitehaven,” the duke replied, sounding more relieved than Catherine had expected him to. “I promise that I shall spend my life doing all I can to ensure that Catherine is happy and content and able to live her life as she chooses.”
Lady Whitehaven chuckled and dropped the duke’s hand. “I am quite certain that you shall be able to do so without any difficulty,” she replied, coming to embrace Catherine. “My daughter is clearly enamored with you, if you do not mind me saying so, and I can see that your shared passion will only bring you closer together. Although,” she added, beginning to make her way towards the door, “I do hope this will mean that Catherine will never again have need to dress in her brother’s clothes!” She laughed as Catherine and the duke exchanged a long look, a twinkle appearing in the duke’s eye. “Just allow me a few minutes to call Dinah. She should be here for this news.”
The door was left ajar but Lady Whitehaven had obviously left them alone for a short time, which was something Catherine appreciated. With a long sigh of happiness, she came towards the duke and walked directly into his open arms.
“My dear lady,” the duke breathed, as though he had been apart from her for some time, when in fact, it had only been a little longer than one day. “I have missed you so.”
“And I you,” Catherine replied, leaning into him all the more and resting her head on his shoulder. A feeling of contentment settled over her, leaving her feeling as though this was the only place she ever needed to be. “I find that I look forward to returning to your estate – and to Beauchamp, of course.”
The duke’s chest rumbled with laughter. “I am quite certain the horse misses you also, my love,” he replied, his arms encircling her waist. “Although you shall have no need to reside in the servants’ quarters any longer.” He looked down at her as Catherine raised her eyes to his. “It shall be your home.”
The thought of living in the estate as husband and wife filled Catherine with such overwhelming joy that, for a moment, she could not speak. The duke lifted one hand and brushed it gently down her cheek, making her heart leap wildly.
“How long must we wait until our wedding day?” she asked, seeing his lips quirk. “The banns can be called this Sunday, can they not?”
The duke chuckled but nodded. “I am as eager as you to make you my bride,” he answered. “I think in three short weeks, my love, we shall find ourselves standing before God and man, ready to make our vows.” Leaning down, he kissed her cheek but did not lift his head completely. “That does not seem too long, does it?”
“It seems much too long,” Catherine replied with a wry smile. “But I shall find a way to endure it.”
“And I shall call upon you every day,” he told her, his head still low, his nearness capturing her in every way. “I cannot be apart from you now, Catherine, not when you have become so very dear to me.”
Catherine, her eyes and her heart filled with nothing but the duke, sighed contentedly and tipped her head back a little more, feeling her heart overflowing with love for the gentleman who now held her so tenderly in his arms. He had given her so much, more than she had even allowed herself to dream of, and now she was going to be his bride. Her future stretched out in front of her, bright and filled with days of joy and contentment with the duke by her side, her ever-loving husband. They would ride across the estate grounds side by side, and he would forever be her stalwart, her supporter, and her defender.
“I love you most ardently, Catherine,” the duke murmured, as she wrapped her arms about his neck, her fingers twining through his hair.
“And I love you, Blackwell,” she replied, before bringing her lips to his and delighting, once more, in his loving embrace.
   
* * *








Did you enjoy reading Catherine’s story? I hope you did! If you’d like to read more about the Wells sisters, you can find Book One here. The Return of Lord Avondale, London Season Matchmaker Book One.





Want to read the prologue in its entirety?
Lady Eliza’s Broken Heart, London Season Matchmaker Prequel is available for free!
Although The Return of Lord Avondale does have a short chapter length prequel at the beginning of the book, you can download the extended short story version of the prequel for free!
Interested? Click here to learn more…
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