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hristopher Hayes, Baron Willingham, wanted to get an
early start. He surveyed the dilapidated and
unpromising- looking stables that graced his farm,

feeling a surge of determination that almost surprised him. It
was foolishly optimistic, he knew, to look at the sad near- ruin
and feel anything but discouraged, but he couldn’t help but see
the potential in the building, and more, in the entire property.
Willowbend Farm was small, hopelessly old-fashioned, and
pitifully neglected, and yet he had felt a connection with it
from the moment he set foot on its sodden, weedy ground. The
fact that it grew weeds, gave proof that the soil was not
entirely devoid of nutrients for crops, unlike the rocky soil of
the barony. Now, in the early morning light, the farm seemed
quaint, if not impressive.

He hadn’t expected that instant, undeniable feeling in his
blood at taking ownership of a farm he had never seen before
in his life. Truly, Christopher couldn’t say precisely what he
had expected when he made the journey to the only bit of his
inheritance that remained. The fact that his uncle hadn’t
considered Willowbend Farm worth selling or gambling away
hadn’t been particularly encouraging, as his uncle had pawned
or lost practically everything else of value belonging to the
Willingham estate.

Shaking his head a little at the memory, Christopher made his
way gingerly through the entrance of the stables. He had been
inside a few times previously, investigating just how much
damage there was to the deserted structure. Work was
scheduled to begin on repairs, although none of his ragged



band of laborers had bothered to make their entrance. They
were as dubious about the restoration project as Christopher
knew he ought to be, and yet, he couldn’t claim to be offering
the highest wages. Anytime a better- paying workday
presented itself he was left quite unapologetically behind,
which made progress frustratingly slow.

At least he wouldn’t have to waste any more of his time and
sadly limited resources on repairing the house itself. The
manor house of Willowbend Farm was undoubtedly lovely at
one point in the dim past, but it had been abandoned and
barely habitable for years.

The roof leaked into the upstairs bedrooms and ran through the
walls into the dining room. Mold grew on the wallpaper in the
drawing room and in what he had assumed was once the music
room. The entire place had a musty smell that made
Christopher sneeze. He was sure that it was not good for his
constitution, and so he had ordered the entire section of the
house torn down, saving the stones from the hearth and fire
place in each room. He approved the remainder of the house,
including the stone enforced kitchen and the servant’s wing
above it, although both needed a thorough cleaning.

Christopher had begrudgingly ordered a minimum of repairs
so that a housekeeper and small staff would agree to stay, but
homemaking was hardly a priority for a lone man with a
fortune to earn. His own room, which once belonged to the
butler, was above the kitchen. It was a warm and charming
room, especially considering the state of the rest of the house.
He knew most people would fix the house before the stable,
but if he was to grow his fortune, he must first take care of the
horses which he hoped would be his salvation. Hopefully, with
the good land in the area, and some luck with the horses, he
may even be able to buy back the lost lands surrounding the
barony.

Surprisingly, while growing up with his wastrel uncle, he had
forgone the man’s tutelage in gambling and instead
concentrated on the horses themselves. He knew how to pick
good bloodlines. Now, he only had to afford a reputable



stallion and a couple of hardy mares to begin to bring back his
fortune. The stable first, and then the house, he told himself.

Besides, he reflected ruefully, picking up stray rotten planks as
he walked through the stables, it wasn’t as though he would be
entertaining any time soon. His uncle’s scandalous reputation
had certainly cut out that expense for him, for hardly a soul in
the village or any of the neighboring estates had a civil word
for him.

Resigning himself to another day’s lost labor due to his
missing workmen, Christopher stripped off his linen jacket and
rolled up his sleeves. The fortunate thing about inheriting such
a shocking reputation he thought philosophically, as he began
to work in earnest, was that it hardly mattered if he shocked
the village further by engaging in common physical labor.

ARABELLA URGED HER MOUNT ONWARD, HER EYES SCANNING

the foggy morning distance as she searched for Daphne. Drat
the girl, she thought, momentarily giving in to the urge to
scowl since there was no one around to see her, anyway. It was
positively ungrateful of Daphne to take advantage of her offer
of an early morning ride by promptly galloping away. For all it
was late summer, the weather was unseasonably damp and
chilly with a feel of the coming autumn in the air, and Arabella
had been regretting her magnanimous suggestion even before
Daphne had disappeared into the mists. The odds were slim
that Daphne would get lost or injured, but Arabella knew she
wouldn’t be able to rest easily until she had the wretched child
in her sight once more.

Arabella was a decently accomplished horsewoman, and
actually harbored a secret love of riding, but had always made
a point of only riding as much as was strictly ladylike.
Considering Daphne’s unpredictable impulses, it really would
have been an advantage, she reflected in irritated hindsight, to
have indulged herself a little more. It had most likely been
only a matter of time before she would have ended up riding
about in the fog searching for her sister.



“Daphne! Daphne Sedgewick!” she called, throwing decorum
and caution both to the wind for once. She couldn’t help but
picture the child thrown from her mount, lost and cold and in
pain somewhere in the rather wild fields that bordered their
family’s estate. There was the pond at the bend in the road, she
remembered, her blood promptly turning to ice in her veins at
the thought. It was terribly deep, and with a steep drop-off that
had always discouraged wading of any sort. If the mist was
dense enough, and Daphne had galloped recklessly enough,
she might have plunged in over her depth before she even saw
the water. Daphne couldn’t swim, of course, not that any
woman could hope to swim when her skirts would weigh her
down, and who knew what her horse might do in such a
situation. She would drown, just as their mother had, all
because Arabella had wanted to distract her from her ill-
temper.

Heart racing, Arabella pushed her own mount to a reckless
pace, to find her younger sister, panic leaving very little room
in her mind for anything else. The surrounding fields and
woods couldn’t possibly have been very far from the
Sedgewick estate, but between the heavy morning mist and her
own frantic anxiety the landscape seemed utterly foreign. With
nothing else to guide her search, Arabella turned toward a faint
but persistent sound of hammering, thinking that perhaps
whoever was causing the racket had seen Daphne ride past and
could give her some idea of the direction.

As she drew nearer to the sound it was joined by a murmur of
voices, and suddenly Daphne’s unmistakable bell-like laugh
rang out quite clearly. Arabella’s fear evaporated instantly at
the sound, to be replaced by a rush of annoyance at Daphne’s
thoughtlessness and her own foolish panic. Arabella slowed
her rather bewildered mount to a more decorous pace and
attempted to compose her expression as she approached the
sadly dilapidated stable that emerged from the mist.

“Oh, there you are Arabella, I thought you were right behind
me and then the next thing I knew, you had just disappeared,”
Daphne called out, carelessly cheerful.



“It is you who disappeared,” Arabella muttered. She noted that
Daphne had dismounted her mare and was standing beside it,
conversing animatedly with a handsome, hatless laborer who
had his shirtsleeves rolled up past his elbows.

Drawing her eyes from the man’s impressive biceps, Arabella
felt a renewed sense of annoyance. “That’s hardly surprising,
considering the way you raced off without a warning,”
Arabella returned as evenly as she could manage. “I was
worried that you had gotten lost in all of this fog.”

“I didn’t get lost. Exactly,” Daphne hedged, exchanging a
conspiratorial glance with the laborer. “I just wasn’t entirely
sure where I was. So, I stopped to ask for directions, and then I
got terribly interested in the work. Did you know, Arabella, he
is going to restore this old stable? I would have thought it was
a hopeless ruin, but apparently there is life in it yet.”

Arabella’s eyes were drawn to the previously mentioned
dilapidated stable and then unerringly back to the handsome
laborer, who stood with a smile on his face as he looked down
at her irascible sister. He had remarkably even white teeth,
Arabella thought. For a laborer. And stormy gray eyes. No, she
corrected herself they were blue, a dark midnight blue. What
was she about, noticing a laborer’s eyes? It was borderline
indecent. Her eyes strayed again to his impressive forearms
which were tanned by the sun. Yes, well, noticing his biceps or
his forearms, was not particularly decent either. She brought
herself firmly back to the present.

“Isn’t that a wonderful thought?” continued Daphne. “I love
the idea of something looking hopeless but really still having
hope.”

“Yes, it’s very admirable, I am sure,” Arabella said firmly. She
knew that Daphne was perfectly capable of rhapsodizing over
the old barn or whatever it was for a quarter of an hour at least,
with no thought for the work she was apparently interrupting
or the sister who was ready to box her ears. “And I am very
grateful to you, sir, for giving my little sister assistance and
allowing her to disrupt your labor. We will not take up any
more of your time.”



“I DON’T MIND THE INTERRUPTION; I CAN ASSURE YOU,”
Christopher replied gravely, as he pulled down the sleeves of
his shirt, a little tardily, he imagined. He gave a little nod of
his head. The stiff, although decidedly beautiful, lady had
evidently mistaken him for a farm laborer, and he saw no
reason to correct her. She had looked horrified enough at the
sight of her sister conversing with a working man. He could
only imagine her dismay at finding out that their new
acquaintance was the wicked Lord Willingham instead. “I
can’t think of the last time I had such an interesting
conversation. May I be so bold as to offer my assistance in
regaining your seat, Miss Sedgewick?”

“Oh certainly, thank you. Arabella would most likely die of
horror if I were to climb back up by myself,” Daphne
answered merrily, taking Christopher’s hand as if they were
friends of long acquaintance.

“We wouldn’t want that, now, would we?” he chuckled as he
expertly helped her into the side saddle.

Perhaps he was not a laborer, but a groom, Arabella
considered. After all, he was working on the stable. It did not
matter. Both were well below hers or Daphne’s notice. It did
not matter how extraordinarily arresting the man was, with his
broad toothy smile, and steely blue eyes. His skin had an
indecorous tan from working out of doors, and his hair, she
noted, was bleached by the sun to a pale blonde, but she could
note a tinge of ginger. She blinked and looked away. A lady
did not give such men a second look. Honestly, Daphne had no
sense of decorum.

Arabella did her best to pretend she hadn’t heard the exchange
between the man and her sister, writhing internally at
Daphne’s shocking disregard for propriety. When she got her
alone, she just might box the little minx’s ears.

“There you are now,” the man said as he settled Daphne on her
mount. “I note that the fog is lifting nicely. It’ll be just a five



minutes ride west across that field and you will find
yourselves at the main lane. Another few minutes along that
lane and you will find yourselves on the North Road.”

“Thanks ever so much, and good luck with your stables,”
Daphne called, already urging her mare forward. Arabella
checked her impulse to call Daphne back, knowing it would do
little good once the girl had decided to move. It would be
unendurable to lose her sister twice in one morning, so
Arabella only shook her head.

“Thank you again for your assistance,” Arabella said
distractedly, sparing not another glance at the roughly
attractive man.

“Not at all,” he answered politely enough, and she wondered
why she had the feeling that he was laughing at her somehow.
His stormy grey eyes were sparkling. No, they were blue.
Surely, they were midnight blue. It hardly mattered, of course,
and she set her horse across the field before she lost sight of
Daphne entirely.

She put the man entirely out of her mind. Almost entirely.
Why, she wondered, were the most extraordinarily good-
looking gentlemen so unreachable.


