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“I never miss an Anne Gracie book.”
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“One of those books that needs to be read from beginning to end in one sitting. Honestly, I couldn’t put it down!”
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One

Hampshire, England November 1817

S
he looked like a drowning madonna. Harry Morant couldn’t help but stare. Her face was turned up to the sky, drenched, her skin accepting the misty drizzle the way a flower accepts the rain. Dark hair clung in soaking tendrils around her face, hung in damp ropes down her back, mingling with the dark oilskin draped around her shoulders. Her complexion, pure and creamy, glowed like a pearl in the wet forest gloom. It was shimmering, pale, almost unnaturally so.

Harry slowed his horse, Sabre, and rode closer to the heavy dray grinding its slow way through the New Forest. He kept Sabre to the edge of the road, avoiding the churned-up mud made by carts and carriages.

His companion, Ethan Delaney, gave him a surprised look and slowed his horse also. Harry took no notice. He only had eyes for the woman.

Her face was fine-boned and narrow, with high cheekbones. Her nose was long and straight but her mouth was lush, soft, and vulnerable. Harry stared at her mouth and swallowed.

She sat on the back of the cart, wedged between barrels and packing crates, squashed in like a last-minute piece of baggage. Her feet dangled above the road. Her shoes and the hem of her skirts were covered in mud. Beside her was a small carpetbag.

A slight movement caught his eye. Half hidden by the canvas, pressed up against her skirts, lay a mud-covered spaniel. It watched Harry warily but made no sound.

The woman showed little awareness of the road unfolding beneath her as the four great cart horses churned doggedly through the mud, straining against the load. Her body adjusted without thought to the lurching of the vehicle. She didn’t appear to hear the constant stream of obscenities that flowed from the driver’s mouth. Occasionally she flinched at the sound of the whip he used so freely.

She didn’t take her eyes off the sky. Not once.

A milkmaid, perhaps, on her way to a hiring fair, or some young servant woman traveling to take up a new position. Maybe the carter’s daughter. No, he decided, not that—she was not well enough cared for for that. Unless the carter was a brute.

She looked exhausted. Her eyes were huge, dark-ringed, and weary against the pallor of her skin. Her bare, ringless hands clutched the edges of the oilskin, holding them together, keeping the worst of the rain off.

Harry slowed Sabre until he and the woman on the cart were traveling at the same speed. Beside him Ethan made a resigned sound, then urged his horse ahead.

Sabre stepped delicately through the rutted mud of the track, bringing Harry almost within touching distance of the girl. Not a girl, he realized. A woman. Five-and-twenty, perhaps?

Their faces were almost on a level when her gaze dropped and their eyes met.

Harry couldn’t drag his eyes away. Her eyes were a deep sherry color. Steady and clear, like gazing into a  deep forest pool, pure, but dark with the tannin of fallen leaves.

His gaze devoured her face, her skin, moon pale and glistening with mist. Pale, soft lips, cold from the rain, parted slightly as she looked back at him. Now he was close enough to see each individual droplet of mist clinging to her long dark lashes. He had a mad urge to taste one. He was close enough to touch her. What would she do if he simply reached out and gathered the moisture from her lashes with his fingers, but even as the thought occurred to him, she blinked and the possibility was lost.

Just as well. It was a crazy notion.

The rain had darkened her hair. He wondered what color it would be, what it would look like in the sun. Damp tendrils framed the thin face, clinging to her forehead, her temples, her cheekbones.

Harry’s fingers itched to reach out and rearrange a curl that hung almost in her eyes, in danger of tangling itself in her long lashes. Would it curl around his finger if he did? Like a living thing?

Lord, but she was wet! Her gaze hadn’t shifted, and suddenly Harry felt a wave of heat surge through him. To cover his sudden confusion he lifted his hat, as if in greeting. Instead he found himself reaching out and placing it gently over her sodden curls.

It sat low on her forehead hiding most of her face. She didn’t say a word, just tipped back her head and, from under the brim of his hat, gave him a long, thoughtful look.

“You should climb under cover.” He nodded toward the heavy canvas that had been tied over the cart’s contents. It would be close and dark in the small space between the boxes and she wouldn’t be able to see out, but surely it would be better to be dry in a dark enclosure than to sit open to the sky, exposed to the rain.

She followed his glance, then gently shook her head. He couldn’t see her eyes properly anymore, but her mouth  moved, and his eyes fastened on the soft curve of her lips. Another wave of heat passed through him.

Sabre sidestepped restlessly under the involuntary clenching of Harry’s buttocks and thighs and for a moment he was blessedly occupied with controlling his mount, seizing the distraction to try to get his own body under control.

He should move on. Ethan was no doubt waiting impatiently ahead and Harry was expected in Bath for dinner.

Besides, this woman was some kind of milkmaid or servant girl. Nothing could come of it. And Aunt Maude was already making arrangements.

But somehow . . . His gaze devoured her.

He hadn’t felt like this in . . . years.

The forest thinned. Harry glanced ahead. They were coming to a fork in the road. One continued on toward Shaftesbury, and thence to Bath, while the narrower road branched away to the right. He would let fate decide whether he pursued an acquaintance with this woman or not.

        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	25
	...
	39
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Clockwork Heart: Clockwork Love, Book 1 by Heidi Cullinan



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Mary and Jody in the Movies by JoAnn S. Dawson



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Hidden Man by Robin Blake



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The White House Connection by Jack Higgins



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Silk and Stone by Deborah Smith



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Until There Was You by Stacey Harrison



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Circle Game by Margaret Atwood



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The King's Gambit by John Maddox Roberts



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        My Prize by Sahara Kelly



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Iron Heart: The True Story of How I Came Back From the Dead by Brian Boyle, Bill Katovsky


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    