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        England 1817 – Kent

      

      

      Sarah shifted in the saddle, the weight of her saturated clothes heavy on her shoulders and hindering her seat. The horse’s pounding hooves, as loud as a drum, echoed in her ears. She kicked her mount and urged him over a small hedgerow, her determination not to be caught overriding her common sense.

      Rain streamed down her face, but she couldn’t stop. The future of TimeArch depended on it. Her father’s years of research. The hundreds of hours spent working on man’s greatest, most sought-after ability. Sarah slowed her mount to canter through a fast moving ford, the stones causing the horse to stumble, making the short trip across painfully slow. Time was up. She had to get away. Though the horse grappled and slipped up the other side of the muddy bank to continue on, apprehension still threatened to close her throat in panic.

      The mount missed a step, and Sarah clutched the saddle, cursing the weather. She flashed a glance over her shoulder and cried out her frustration into the sheeting rain at the sight of the Earl of Earnston not two horse-lengths behind.

      His gaze held hers, and with fearless determination, he urged his mount beside, clutching for her reins.

      “Let go.” Sarah punched his hand and kicked out, trying to push him away. All in vain, as it seemed nothing could deter his resolve.

      “What does it do?” he yelled, pulling on her reins.

      The horses bumped hard, and Sarah fought for balance. “Let go, Lord Earnston. You’ll kill us both.”

      He released her reins for a moment as a large bush separated them. But, at blistering speed, he drew beside her again.

      “What’s so important you’d risk your life?” he hollered over the storm.

      Sarah shook her head. Why wouldn’t he leave her alone? Damn her clumsiness in his library. Had she never knocked over the vase—had she not tripped, for that matter—the Earl would never have investigated the sound. But he had, and he’d found her hands deep in his collection of peculiars, stealing a device not of this time.

      “Forget about it. Forget me,” she yelled through the deluge. “Go home!”

      “No,” he said, spurring his horse ahead of hers.

      A low-lying tree branch slapped her face. Sarah cringed at the stinging pain. The night was perfect for thievery, but not for escape at breakneck speed. If they kept up the chase, it was only a matter of time before one of them was killed.

      “Stop your horse!”

      Sarah shook her head and kicked her mount on. No matter the dangers, she couldn’t obey him. The future, her father’s business, everything she held dear hinged on her getting away. “I won’t. My lord, please leave me.”

      He clasped her reins and jerked hard. Sarah’s horse bucked at the aggressive manhandling, and she tipped awkwardly to one side. Feeling herself about to fall, she reached out and clutched at the earl. Her reins slipped from his grasp as his strong arm encircled her waist, struggling to keep her from falling between the two horses. But it was little use. Her horse veered away, and she fell hard against his lordship’s mount. Her fingers, cold and wet, slipped for purchase on his saddle, but his horse shied away from her.

      “Hold on, I have you.” With an oath, the earl tried to pull her up, but gravity was against them.

      “I’m slipping. Let me go. I’ll bring you down.” Sarah’s feet dragged on the muddy, stone-strewn road, and she braced herself for a bruising fall. A gentleman to the last, he shook his head and tried to pull up his horse. “Please, let me go.” But it was too late. His horse slipped, and they both hit the muddy track with a sickening thud.

      Sarah landed on her knees and rolled. Leaf litter and mud entered her mouth, and her leg twisted, shooting a pain into her hip.

      Moments later, the wet nose of her horse nuzzled her neck. She dragged herself to a sitting position and wiped mud from her face and eyes with a torn remnant of her shirt. Taking deep breaths, she waited for her body to stop shaking. The only sound was the rain slapping at the leaves through the foliage above.

      Then she saw the motionless form on the muddy track. Dread clawed up her spine. Sarah crawled to where the earl lay, his head twisted at an awkward angle. She rolled him over and cursed his vacant, lifeless eyes.

      “Don’t be dead. Please, don’t be dead.” She felt along his stubbled jaw and around to the nape of his neck where a lump protruded from his skin.

      Unable to accept what her eyes told her, she bent over his chest and listened for a heartbeat.

      Nothing.

      Sarah slumped back on her haunches and covered her face. She’d killed him. She’d killed Lord William, the blooming Earl of Earnston! “I’m so sorry,” she said, tears mingling with the rain in a muddy pool at her feet. What had she done? The earl wasn’t supposed to die, not yet, and certainly not by her hand. Within the space of half an hour, she’d probably wiped out a complete generation of earls. She’d stuffed up history, and she couldn’t undo it.

      Not even her father could.

      A crack of lightning illuminated the dark forest, and Sarah quickly stood when the silhouette of a horse and man loomed from the shadows.

      “Halt!”

      Ignoring the warning, she grappled to mount her horse as the fired-up mare pranced. “I’m sorry,” she said to the cloaked figure as he dismounted and ran to the earl’s limp form sprawled on the ground.

      He bent, felt for a pulse, and gasped. Her stomach rolled with nausea knowing what she’d done and what he’d discovered. A flicker of silver flashed as he stood.

      “Stay where you are or I’ll shoot you as dead as my brother.”

      Sarah turned her head, frantically searching for someone to help. Perhaps Richard, her partner, who’d warned her not to go tonight. He said the weather wasn’t good for safe getaways.

      And he was right.

      It was the flash of lightning outside the earl’s library window illuminating a menagerie of severed and stuffed animal heads that had scared the shit out of her, and she’d tripped. The earl heard the commotion, came to investigate, and caught her red handed.

      Idiot.

      “Please. It was an accident.” She watched him cock the pistol and wondered if he’d actually shoot a woman. His voice, trembling with shock and hate, told her he would.

      “Get off the horse—now.”

      “I can’t.” With shaking fingers, she grabbed the reins. “I’m sorry.” She turned her horse and kicked it hard.

      “Halt, I say.”

      She ignored the steely voice that thrummed with warning. Instead, she pushed her mount into a gallop, the horse slipping, unable to move fast enough. And then the shot, followed by searing pain, deafened her and deadened the sound of the thrashing storm to a vague rumble.

      Her fingers tingled and warmth seeped along her skin. Sarah looked down, expecting to see her arm missing. He’d shot her! “Get up,” she hollered to the horse, ignoring the pain and the curse from behind.

      The horse gained its footing, and she peered over her shoulder, the silhouette of the man all she could see. Cold rain set goose bumps over her skin, yet she pushed on, determined to make the inn and London. The second decade of twenty-first century London to be exact.
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      With a running nose and an arm that throbbed and ached with every thud of the horse’s stride, Sarah sped through the night. At last, she spied the glowing lights of the inn, a welcome beacon on this frightening journey.

      Wet and bedraggled, like a beggar woman, she entered the common room and waited for the innkeeper to acknowledge her.

      He walked toward her and eyed her injured arm with suspicion. “Ye have an injury there, lass. Do I need to summon the doctor for ye?”

      “No. I’ll be fine.” She tried to pull what remained of her jacket across her wound, then gave up. She placed her sodden shawl about her shoulders, thankful she had thought to pack it in her saddlebag.

      “What can I get ye then, love?” The innkeeper leaned on the counter, his fetid breath making her queasy stomach roll even more.

      “Can you direct me to Mr. Alastair Lynch’s room please? I believe he has a chamber set aside for a Miss Phoebe Marshall.” A knowing twinkle entered his eyes, and Sarah’s own narrowed in comprehension.

      “Right this way, Miss Marshall.”

      The smell of wine, beer, and cooking meat permeated the air, making her nose twitch. She needed help and quickly. Summoning a smile, she thanked the innkeeper as he walked her to a door and nodded.

      “This is ye’re room, Miss. I’ll send up a girl when I have one spare if ye wish for a wash.”

      “Ah, yes, thank you. That would be most kind.” Sarah waited for his heavy footfalls to disappear down the stairs before she entered the chamber. The smell of damp wood burning and the flicker of two candles greeted her along with a pair of boots warming before the hearth.

      Sarah shut the door and sagged against it. Relief poured through her veins, making her legs shake. The wound thumped, reminding her of the injury, and she pulled her shawl away to look.

      Richard jumped from his seat. “Sarah, good God, you’ve been shot!”

      “I have, but that’s not the worst part. I also tripped in the Earl of Earnston’s library and both brothers came to investigate. I ran.” She walked over to the bed, threw her soggy shawl to the floor, and flopped onto the hard mattress. “He caught up with me when I escaped on horseback. How, I have no idea.”

      Richard came over and pulled her boots from her feet. “Knew the area, I suppose.” He checked her wound. “It doesn’t appear too bad. Just a graze by the looks of it.”

      Sarah glanced at the bloodied mess. “Yes. But that’s not all. I killed Earnston.”

      Richard reeled as if slapped. “You killed the Earl… Good God! How? Why?”

      She shook her head and gave him a rundown of the night’s events. Sarah shut her eyes, not wanting to remember his lifeless gaze staring up at her or the horror of knowing she was the cause of his demise. “His brother came upon us and demanded I stay. Of course I ran. I had to. And…he shot me.”

      With one hand, she undid the first button at the front of her shirt, stood, and tried to pull the sleeve off her arm.

      “Here, let me help you.” Richard pulled out a knife. He cut the garment from around her arm and slid it down over the soaked chemise underneath.

      Nausea pooled in her throat. “We have to go home. I need this wound seen to and…” “What?” he asked, brow furrowed.

      “I don’t feel well. It’s not very nice being shot.”

      Richard chuckled, walked over to a bag in the corner of the room, and shuffled the contents. “I should imagine not. I think I have some morphine in here and a tetanus jab, also. Should be enough until we’re home tomorrow.”

      Morphine sounded heavenly at the moment. A knock sounded at the door, and Richard allowed a wide-eyed maid to enter. With steady hands, she placed a steaming bowl of water and linens on a side table.

      “Will ye be needing my assistance, Miss?” the servant asked, her eyes stealing to Richard, then back to her.

      “No. Thank you. I shall be fine on my own.” Sarah smiled and waited for the door to close before walking over to the water. She soaked a small cloth, dabbed it against the wound, and washed the blood from her arm. The injury was surprisingly clean—a flesh wound that wouldn’t require stitching. A small mercy this night.

      “Does it hurt?” Richard flicked the morphine needle. “Yes, so hurry up and give me the shot; you know I have a low pain threshold.”

      Within moments, the ache faded, and a warm fuzzy feeling settled over her. Richard fussed with her arm and bandaged it. Then she collapsed before the fire and stared at the flames that produced hardly any heat. What a mess she’d made of things. How was she ever to explain to her father?

      “Are you good, then? I’ll see you in the morning if so.” Sarah nodded. “I’ll be fine. The wound’s hardly bleeding, and I intend to go to bed before the morphine wears off.” She paused, knowing she had one more confession this eve. “Richard, I lost the mapping device.”

      He frowned. “You don’t have it?”

      “It was in my pocket, but it must have fallen out when I fell. I have no idea where it would be now.”

      He came and sat across from her, two fingers pinching the bridge of his nose. “Should we go back tomorrow and try and find it? Do you think the earl’s brother knew what you’d stolen?”

      “No,” she said, standing and walking to the window to look out over the blackness illuminated at intervals by distant lightning. “Not yet at least. And with any luck the mud and rain has hidden the device, and all will be well. Well, at least,” she said, turning back to Richard, “until my father finds out what I did and the shit hits the fan.”

      “Shit’s right.” Richard paced the room, his footfalls loud in the small space. “This could be a disaster. Now he knows the device is valuable, for whatever reason, and will keep it hidden.”

      “That’s if he finds it.” She rubbed the bandage on her arm. “Let’s not worry about it now. We’ll be home tomorrow, and Father will tell us what to do.”

      “He certainly will. And let’s hope for our sakes he’s in a better mood than when he sent us here the first time.”

      Sarah sighed and pulled back the woolen blankets and coarse linen sheets on her bed. “Don’t hold your breath. My father’s going to be furious. Not only have I lost a device that could blow the lid off TimeArch and all its secrets, I’ve changed the history of a family forever.”
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      Eric, now Lord Earnston, cursed and threw his flintlock to the ground. Pain seized his chest when he glanced at his elder brother, dead at his feet. His eyes narrowed on the small female figure disappearing into the shadowy forest surrounding his family’s estate.

      He stumbled to his knees and allowed the rain to wash away tears shed for his closest confidant. A man of honor about to start a new chapter when he married his betrothed.

      No longer. Thanks to the woman who’d snatched his future away.

      He ran a hand through his hair, wondering why his brother had followed the chit at such breakneck speed.

      With trembling fingers, he closed his brother’s eyes, sending a prayer to God.

      The woman had stolen something. But what?

      He whistled for his horse, who, as if sensing death, hung his head lower with every step toward him. Eric lifted his brother, not an easy feat considering his size, and laid him over the saddle.

      At the sound of crunching under his boot, Eric bent and frowned at the mud-soaked silver device beneath his feet. He rubbed it against his jacket and stared in amazement at the highly polished silver trinket.

      A trinket his sibling had treasured for reasons Eric could never fathom.

      With another rolling boom of thunder, he mounted his horse and turned for home to announce the death of his much-loved brother, bury him, and see justice served on the wench who took his life. Then he would find out why the object was so valuable—and why his brother and the woman would risk their lives to possess it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present day. England – Reading

      

      

      Sarah struggled to extricate herself from the restrictive nineteenth century costume, kicked it across the room, and plunged onto her bed. Their split-second journey through nearly two hundred years of time had left her exhausted and weak. Not to mention her injured arm ached like a son-of- a-bitch.

      Sarah caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror across the room and cringed. She looked like she’d been punched in the nose, and dark lines shadowed bloodshot eyes that drooped with tiredness. Her ebony hair hung lifeless about her shoulders and appeared in need of a good wash.

      The shrill jangling of the phone startled her. She fumbled for her mobile, recognizing her father’s number with a sense of dread.

      “I want you at the TimeArch office in forty-five minutes.” “Dad, I’m exhausted. Couldn’t it wait ‘til tomorrow?”

      She already knew what his answer would be.

      “The future of our organization is at stake, Sarah. The boardroom. Forty-five minutes.” Her mouth was open to respond, but the other end of the line was dead. He meant it this time—she’d really blown it.

      It took all of five minutes to throw on jeans and a white shirt, drag a comb through her hair, and shove her feet into a pair of shoes kicked haphazardly to the side of the front door. Within ten minutes, she was pulling into mid-morning traffic, headed for TimeArch.
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      Six pairs of accusing eyes regarded her across the boardroom table. Her father’s were dark with disappointment.

      “Again, apologies, Father. I had the device and lost it when I fell off the horse. I don’t know what else to say.”

      “Yes, and now it could turn up anywhere and at any time with a multitude of questions as to how a modern device could be found in the nineteenth century.” Harrison Baxter gestured with his hands. “I trusted you and Richard to get the mapping device back, quickly and efficiently. And what do you do?” He sat down and took a sip of his water. “You both botched the job.”

      “Don’t involve Richard in this. It’s entirely my fault. Richard advised me not to attempt the theft. I went anyway.”

      “Sarah,” her colleague warned.

      “Oh, don’t worry, I blame you exclusively. Richard I blame for not having the balls to demand that you stay.”

      Guilt assailed Sarah at the verbal set down to her friend and fellow archaeologist. “Well, I’ve stuffed up and it’s done now, so tell me what I can do to fix the problem. The last thing we need is the device turning up in the London Museum…”

      “What’s next indeed?” Her father frowned and steepled his fingers beneath his chin. A tall, robust man, he often made the most confident of men quiver in their boots. Today it was Richard’s and her turn.

      “You’ll need to go back, procure the device, and return home. The earl’s family will be in mourning for twelve months. We’re assuming the new earl has the device, so we’ll calculate your return for the end of the mourning period. Best not to throw you in his path too soon, considering the circumstances. We don’t want him recognizing you and having you charged for your atrocious mistake.”

      “I didn’t mean for Lord William to die. And I don’t appreciate you talking as if I did. I made an error that I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life. You could at least show me some support.” Sarah blinked back tears. The show of emotion was not appropriate in a boardroom.

      “TimeArch and all its secrets could be exposed, Sarah. Such errors cannot be tolerated nor ignored just because you’re the boss’s daughter. You will both return and reside in London as brother and sister. We will make up a family name and title for you to use, and I will give you the famous London Season to procure the device by any means available. But be sure to stick to the plan and return home as soon as possible. You know the rules of time travel. For every year in the past, a week passes in the future. Do not fail me again.” Her father met both Richard’s and her eyes. “Either of you.”

      Sarah followed his departure and threw a pen across the table. “Why didn’t I listen to you? It’s all such a mess.” She slumped back in her chair.

      “Yes, but one we’ll fix. Don’t worry, we’ll get the device back.” He patted her shoulder. “Now, I suggest you end your pity party and prepare yourself for nineteenth century London and all its trappings. The 1818 Season awaits us.”

      Sarah groaned. Why not? Her life couldn’t possibly get any worse….

      

      London 1818 – Mayfair

      “Well, this should be interesting.” Sarah glanced around the grandly proportioned room and tried to act the part of a somber debutante well past her prime at twenty-four years of age.

      “Stop glaring at everyone and remember to smile. Like this…” Richard offered her a blatantly fake grin.

      She frowned. “We shouldn’t be here. We weren’t invited. I feel like everyone is looking at us.”

      Richard chuckled as he moved them into the throng. “They are.”

      After another jab at her side, Sarah plastered on the brightest smile she could muster. How ridiculous it was for her to even be here. She wasn’t trained for balls and parties. She’d be much more relaxed digging for ancient artifacts in a pit than in Mayfair’s ballrooms.

      “This had better be the right house. I don’t want to be dressed up like an innocent debutante for nothing.”

      Richard paused, searching the room before walking on. “We’re in the Earl of Earnston’s home, and this is the yearly ball he holds to keep his mother satisfied. And from the reports your father received, he is the gentleman who harbors our electronic mapping device. And there he is.”

      Sarah glanced over her shoulder to where he indicated and stilled. It was like witnessing Lord William’s ghost. She’d never again thought to see eyes so dark a blue—especially not surveying the room with such a relaxed, studied air. The hairs on the back of her neck rose as she expected him to point a finger at her and shout murderer for all to hear.

      She took a calming breath and refused to give in to her ridiculous fear. Instead, she turned to fully absorb his every detail. Like his brother, the new Earl was tall, athletic and oozed Old World charm. His dark brown hair was longer than that of the other gentlemen present, and even from this distance Sarah could see he wasn’t a man to underestimate. “I forgot they were twins,” she said.

      “Are they similar?” Richard asked, tugging her arm so she faced him.

      “Very.” Except this man was alive, virile, and altogether too handsome for his own good.

      Richard cleared his throat. “You’re supposed to be a debutante, not a matron of the ton looking for her next dalliance. Perhaps you ought not to be so ‘pointed’ in your appreciation of the Earl—I’m worried he may go up in smoke.”

      Sarah scoffed and turned back. “I just hadn’t expected him to be so…” delicious. “His appearance was so different the last time I saw him.”

      “You don’t think he’ll recognize you from that night, do you? He did see you in the library with his brother before he shot you out on the road.”

      “I don’t think so. I only saw him for a split second at both locations. I think we’ll be okay.” She placed her arm through her supposed brother’s arm. “So, how am I to do this? You cannot introduce me because you’re not one of his acquaintances. His lordship must request such social introductions. And we know no one here to undertake the deed.” Richard nodded, portraying an air of nonchalance she knew went only skin-deep.

      “Do you think you could catch his eye, and perhaps then he’ll request an introduction?” He handed her a glass of champagne. Sarah took a sip and visually retraced her path to Lord Earnston. He had disappeared.

      “Where’s he gone? I can’t see him.”

      “He’s near the terrace doors, speaking to the dark beauty in the white gown.” Richard’s voice deepened in appreciation.

      “I’m the one here to get close to the Earl. The only thing I want you getting close to is the mapping device, so keep your eyes off the waltzing fillies.” Sarah shook her head. This was a waste of time. Her expertise would be better spent back at her dig site in southern Italy. And yet, here she was at a nineteenth century London ball about to seduce a strange man, and all because they’d been sloppy with their work.

      Not that it would be a hardship to seduce this man, but still it irked that her father would request she undertake such a dirty deed. If she had it to do over, she would have bided her time in securing the mapping device as Richard had urged her.

      She sighed.

      “He’s taking stock of the guests, Sarah. Start looking delectable.”

      “Delectable? I think you’ve been living in this society far too long. You’re starting to sound like them.”

      Richard smiled and turned his gaze to the throng. Sarah checked her gown and pulled her shoulders back to accentuate her figure. Her hair was coiled atop her head with a string of diamonds threaded through her dark locks. She wore no other jewelry, but she knew her emerald gown would accentuate the color of her eyes. Gentlemen walking past smiled and nodded, their appreciative gazes almost salacious.

      Sarah’s attention settled on her quarry, who regarded her with a quizzical brow from the back of the room. The lady hanging off his arm was chatting animatedly up at him. She was very pretty, probably his secret chère-amie.

      Her eyes narrowed at the thought. The last thing she needed was competition for the gentleman’s attention. She noted that although his suit was cut to perfection, he still had an air of ruggedness about him. Her interest strayed from his broad shoulders to his facial features. His mouth was sensual, his nose perfectly straight, but his eyes were dark and hooded and, right at this moment, locked on her.

      She swallowed but didn’t break the connection. Couldn’t, if she was truthful. No wonder women of the era fooled around when an opportunity like him knocked on their doors. Allowing her lips to spread in a shy smile, she tried to hide her mortification when his lordship’s brow furrowed with what appeared to be confusion and shock.

      She tightened her grip on Richard’s arm. “I think I just made a faux-pas.”

      Richard nodded to a passing couple, then turned his gaze on her. “Do I want to know what that is?”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Sarah noted the earl cutting across the room toward them. “Let’s just say, I think I have his lordship’s attention. But perhaps not in a good way.”

      Not until his lordship came to stand before them did Sarah acknowledge his presence. He hadn’t seemed as tall or as broad from a distance as he did hovering before her. Her belly knotted, either from the nerves that assailed her or the desire he aroused within her. She supposed the answer depended on what came out of his mouth in the next moment.

      “Pray, do I know you?” the earl asked. It wasn’t desire.

      Richard bowed. “I am Lord Richard Baxter, Baron Stanley, recently from Rome. This”—Richard motioned toward her—“is my sister, Miss Sarah Baxter. We are new to town, arriving only yesterday in fact.”

      “From Rome, you say?”

      The earl took in their clothing. “I don’t recall your names on the invitation list. You understand this is a private ball.”

      Richard blanched and laughed, the sound awkward even to Sarah’s ears. “I apologize, my lord, we did not know. We’ll leave immediately if you wish.” At the earl’s nod of agreement Richard pulled her toward the closest exit.

      “Well, that went well,” Sarah said, trying to ignore the pointed stares of the haute ton.

      Richard led her into a corridor, the entrance foyer just visible beyond the well-lit passage. “It did,” he replied, his steps sure.

      “I was being sarcastic,” Sarah said, as she waited for her cloak.

      “I know, but you’re wrong. The Earl has seen you and duly taken note. He may have been indignant and annoyed by our uninvited presence at his ball, but I believe he was quite the opposite when he took you in.” He accepted their coats and thanked the footman.

      “And will ensure I don’t grace any further balls this Season, thus ending our search for the mapping device. How am I supposed to gain access to his homes, his friends’ homes, if he hates me? We should have made out I was your wife, looking to cuckold her husband.”

      “Sarah, debutante or wife, you never intended to sleep with the guy.” He paused and met her gaze. “Did you?”

      Their carriage pulled up, the horses stomping their feet in eagerness to be gone. Sarah climbed up and flopped onto the seat. “Of course not. But he doesn’t know that. It would have made my life a lot easier had he not thought me a pure little debutante in her first season.”

      “Well, either way, he knows of us, and his interest was piqued. And being told to leave a major ball of the season could work in our favor.” He tapped the hood of the carriage and it started to rumble down the drive, the gravel loud under the wooden wheels.

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” Sarah pulled off her gloves in agitation.

      “I imagine everyone will be talking of us and wishing to know who we are and why we were told to leave. Trust me when I say, come tomorrow, many a calling card and invitation will arrive at our door. And we’ll accept every outing until Lord Earnston is groveling at your feet and willing to bestow any gift for the honor of your presence.”

      “The gift of a mapping device?” Sarah flexed fingers no longer constricted in silk. The strictures of nineteenth century fashion could go to hell.

      “Precisely. And then, my dear little sister, we can go home.”

      “You have it all worked out, dear brother. But you forget, the ton and their fickle ways will want nothing to do with us now that we’ve been slighted by a member of their set. For all your time traveling, I’m surprised I know something about this era that you do not.”

      “You exaggerate. We will not be ostracized because we failed to be invited to a ball. People, for all their wealth, would not slight us for such a pathetic reason.”

      Sarah shook her head. “They will, trust me on this. We may as well have given ourselves a case of the pox tonight. Nothing can help us now other than our wiles and ability to steal in the dead of night.”

      “I don’t agree.” A determined glint entered Richard’s eyes. “And we’ll not be doing any stealing, either. Look at how that turned out last time.”

      Sarah beat back the cold shiver that ran down her spine.

      She needed no reminder.
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      Eric regarded his uninvited visitors as they strolled through the multitude of guests and left his London establishment. He frowned, wondering how they’d gained entry since the footmen were supposed to check the invitations upon arrival.

      He would have to have a word with his staff.

      “She’s a handsome one. Why did you send her packing?”

      Eric turned to Lord Mettleston, a boyhood friend and his closest confidante since his brother’s passing. “They were not invited. Frankly, I have no idea who they are.”

      Mettleston chuckled and passed him a drink. “Rumor has it they’ve taken up residence in the old McKenzie place. You should know the property as it’s the only one to rival your own in size.”

      Eric ignored his friend’s smirk. It didn’t surprise him Mettleston knew of the couple and where they lived. He always knew the ins and outs of everyone’s business—what surprised Eric was that he did not. Since his brother’s early demise, London had become a frequent haunt, and not a lot slipped past him—or his mother’s gossiping tongue. To miss two new members of their set—supposedly—was quite unusual.

      “Pray tell me where you received such news?”

      Mettleston tapped his nose. “Ah, a gentleman never tells, my good man.”

      “Lord Stanley, his name was,” Eric said, ignoring the goading. “A Baron from Rome.” Eric nodded to a passing acquaintance and sipped his whisky, a fine vintage from his Scottish estate. “Who ever heard of a Baron from Rome? Or for that matter, such a name?”

      “Well, it seems they’re here to stay and looking for a foothold in society.” Mettleston paused. “Had you really not invited them? Perhaps your mother did without your knowing.”

      “No, the final list passed my desk less than a fortnight ago. Their names were not on it.” Eric smiled as his favorite cousin Lady Anita strolled toward them. Dressed in a stunning silk gown of light blue, many an eye turned her way, the majority of them not female.

      “Eric,” she said, clasping his arm before tapping it with her fan. “I heard you sent a guest home. Is this true? Has my cousin lost all good manners on this wonderful eve?”

      Eric inwardly groaned and glared at Mettleston’s chuckle. “Indeed I did. They were not invited, and I find their audacity highly disrespectful and vulgar.”

      His cousin made an indelicate sound. “Oh, come, you are too proud. I feel sorry for them being made to scuttle off like naughty schoolchildren. When I meet this mystery woman in the park tomorrow, I shall take her under my wing and prove you wrong about them. I’m sure they’re lovely, just not used to what’s ‘done’ in London society. You know they’ve been hidden away in Rome, so it’s no small wonder their manners are a little lacking.”

      “I forbid you to show a lack of manners to match those of that homebound couple, Anita.” Eric raised his brows at his cousin. “The Duke of Winters’s daughter should know better than to go galloping about Hyde Park introducing herself to strangers. Strangers who are not worthy of our acquaintance or trust. No one will invite them anywhere after their atrocious behavior tonight.”

      “I shall, and nothing you say will deter me. The lady seemed pleasant enough, and I’m sure I’ll be safe with Mama in the family carriage.”

      Knowing he was defeated, Eric sipped his whisky. When Anita was determined, there were few who could change her mind. Stubborn as one of his thoroughbreds.

      “I believe there is a set after this waltz, Lady Anita. Tell me your card is not full and allow me the pleasure of the next two dances,” his friend chimed in.

      Anita moved away from Eric’s side and curtsied before Lord Mettleston. “I would be honored, Lord Mettleston. You’ll find me with Mama beside the supper room doors.”

      Eric’s lips twitched. The Duchess of Winters loved her food and seemed determined this night to make the supper room before anyone else. Not that he could blame her; the spread he had ordered for the ball was second to none.

      Lord Mettleston sighed as Anita walked away, and Eric threw him a pitying glance. “Give over, my friend. You know Anita has Lord Kentum in her sights, and she’s in his. Would be a foolish notion to chase a woman destined for another.”

      “True,” Mettleston said, still staring in Lady Anita’s direction. “But I can’t help but think I would suit much more agreeably than Kentum. For starters I’m a trusted family friend, practically family already.”

      “Precisely.” Eric chuckled. “Which is the one reason she would never marry you. As much as Anita loves her family, she does not want to marry someone so closely connected to it. Kentum suits her. Leave her be.”

      Mettleston pulled him toward the card room. “Any news from the Bow Street Runner? Any leads on William’s death?”

      “No.” Eric reined in the anger and frustration the question triggered. A year had passed and nothing. Not one lead. It was impossible to comprehend. People did not just disappear from the face of the Earth. The would-be thief had to go somewhere. But where?

      “What was the latest report?” Mettleston stopped and handed him another glass of whisky before moving away from the other guests to ensure privacy.

      “From what we know, the woman I fired upon arrived a short time later at Westerham Inn under the guise of Miss Phoebe Marshall. She met a man there; the innkeeper was unable to produce a name for him, but he remembered the girl. Miss Marshall, a beauty, wet and muddy from the storm and trying to hide her injury with little success. A maid informed us Miss Marshall met a Mr. Alastair Lynch upstairs, alone, before receiving clean water and something to eat. They left the next day, presumably for London. From there, we’ve lost track of them.”

      “Lovers, one would assume, after something from your estate valuable enough for Will to hightail it after her on such a night to get it back.”

      “Yes,” Eric said absently, stroking the device he carried with him every day in his coat pocket. A strange, silver metal casing that he’d not been able to open. “Something she will eventually come back to procure, and when she does, I’ll be ready. I will not rest until I witness her hanging for the crime against my family and Will’s betrothed.”

      Mettleston clapped him on the shoulder. “I am sorry for William’s death, you know, and I hope you have your justice.”

      “Thank you.” Eric noted Anita looking about for Mettleston now that the waltz was over. “I think your dance partner awaits, my lord.”

      Mettleston placed his crystal glass on a nearby table and smiled. “That she does. I bid you adieu.”

      Eric laughed as his friend walked into the throng. He watched them dance for a time, allowing the short break of solitude to cool his temper. It always spiked when talking of his brother and the Bow Street Runners’ inability to track the culprits down. But he could bide his time, and wait for them to strike again.

      This time, there’d be no escape. No disappearing into the night like a phantom on horseback. That woman would pay. He would ensure she did.
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      Hyde Park was a hive of activity on this summer’s afternoon. Sarah allowed the warmth to penetrate her skin as she studied London’s society, milling around them.

      The carriages were so highly polished her reflection was visible in their paintwork. Some vehicles bore family emblems or coat of arms that signified the upper echelons of society, those who languished within their open equipages peered down with an air of aloofness on the walking populace.

      Groups of friends congregated upon the lawns and under leafed trees, shading themselves while no doubt discussing matters of great importance. Namely, what they would wear to tonight’s ball.

      She took in the array of fashion on show. Some women chose to dress as she did in a simple afternoon walking gown with a bonnet. Other women chose to ride, their smart green and blue riding suits, profusely decorated with braids and frogging, accentuating their lithe forms. Their tall hats were decorated with feathers and plumes.

      What a difference two hundred years made. Sarah’s afternoon gown, although comfortable, was nothing like the clothes she usually wore when walking through Hyde Park. Joe’s Icon Jeans and a comfortable baby doll top was her normal style. She adjusted her bodice, wondering when she’d get used to the sense of nakedness the light, flowing material made her feel.

      “You look fine.” Richard pulled her along, walking them beside the gravel path known as Ladies’ Mile, where the lawn underfoot was spongy and soft.

      “Thank you, though it doesn’t seem to matter. Last night really does seem to have stuffed up our only means into this society.” Sarah smiled at a passing couple, but neither one ventured to speak. She sighed, wondering if they were being given the cut direct on purpose or due to a lack of introduction.

      “I don’t understand it. I was sure causing a scandal would ensure some invitations in this morning’s post.” Richard frowned.

      “I told you so.” She wrapped her hand around his arm. “How on earth are we to repair the damage or, more importantly, secure invitations to any parties in the coming weeks?” She pulled her velvet and straw bonnet forward a little to block the sun’s rays. Lord Earnston’s slight could mean many things for them while in London. The most concerning, of course, was that she and Richard would have to break into his lordship’s home to find the mapping device. And that she hoped to avoid at all costs.

      “I haven’t figured that out yet, but give me time. Perhaps I can befriend him and gain us access to his home,” he said optimistically.

      Sarah nodded. “A game of cards perhaps at one of his clubs. Don’t men of this era enjoy such pastimes? Perhaps try Whites or ask around.”

      “I can’t just walk into Whites and sit myself down. You have to be a member, or invited in by one. I’d be thrown out faster than I could order a whisky.” He paused, and she felt the muscles in his arm tense. “Look pleasant, Sarah, it seems the first person wishing to make our acquaintance is heading straight for us.”

      Sarah turned to follow his line of vision. The woman was dressed in a green velvet riding gown. Her ebony hair matched the dark lashes about her eyes. A town beauty, very exotic looking for an English woman, and one, by her quickened pace and determined jaw, set on meeting them.

      “Good afternoon, I’m Lady Anita Drake, and you must be Lord Stanley and Miss Baxter?”

      Sarah curtsied as Richard, oddly quiet, tipped his hat. “Good afternoon, Lady Anita. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Lady Anita smiled. “No, it’s my pleasure. I would have called upon you earlier today, but Mama had a previous engagement.” She caught Richard’s eye. “Would you mind your sister taking a short stroll with me? I have my maid; we’ll be well chaperoned.”

      Sarah saw relief flicker and fade in Richard’s eyes.

      “Of course. I’ll walk toward the Serpentine and meet you near that copse of trees if you like.”

      “Wonderful.” Lady Anita took Sarah’s arm and turned her toward the throng. “Let me start, Miss Baxter, by apologizing for my untoward behavior. I know it is not done to introduce oneself to strangers, especially without a prior introduction by a male member of my family. But it is only me, my maid, and Mama here today. I find, in certain situations, one must overlook the niceties and manners and do what we can with what we have available.”

      Sarah, relaxed by Lady Anita’s candor, found herself laughing. The woman, for all her obvious wealth and youth, seemed quite modern in her ideas and speech. Both traits sat easy with her. “I totally agree.”

      “Excellent.” Lady Anita waved to a passing carriage then returned her attention to her companion. “Now, no more of this Lady Anita. Anita will do just fine when we’re in private, and I hope you’ll allow me to call you ‘Sarah’?”

      “Of course.” Sarah wouldn’t dare disagree with anything at this point. They walked along the grassy verge, eventually coming upon a section of the park that was a little less crowded.

      “You may not know this, Sarah, but I’m Lord Earnston’s cousin. I heard how he treated you last eve, and felt terrible. I told him I’d find you and confirm you did not warrant such treatment.”

      “Thank you.” Sarah’s heartbeat quickened at the mention of the earl.

      “He’s new to the earldom, only taking up the reins twelve months past after the death of his brother. A terrible tragedy for the family. The brothers were very close.”

      “How awful.” Sarah inwardly squirmed at the reminder. Still, the only reason her father had not killed her after she’d confessed her blunder was because the late Earl of Earnston had been fated to die from a riding accident a year after her disastrous mistake.

      She had therefore not changed history. His lordship, although married by that time, had not produced any heirs. The relief was only short lived as her actions had still brought on his death earlier than it was meant to be. It was not something someone forgot—or ever forgave.

      “It was a terrible injustice. William, that was his name, was a wonderful man. It is very sad to lose a family member so young. And Eric—I mean, Lord Earnston—is wary of everyone these days, and I apologize to you for his behavior. When I introduce you, I’m sure he’ll redeem himself.”

      If Lord Earnston finds out what I’ve done, I’ll be lucky not to end up hanging at the end of a rope.

      “It was our fault entirely. We were not invited to his lordship’s ball and shouldn’t have presumed all would be well,” Sarah said.

      “Do not tax yourself. Lord Earnston will not hold your first steps into London society against you. And with my friendship, you’ll soon be receiving many an invitation to the Season’s best balls and parties.” Anita pointed to a woman sitting in a barouche avidly discussing something with a couple standing beside her door. Sarah took in her highly polished equipage, the magnificent horseflesh, and wondered who the powerful matron was.

      “That is Lady Cottlestone, my dear. She has been married twice. Once to a baron and now to a viscount. Wonderful woman, and one I want you to meet.”

      Sarah allowed Anita to walk them toward the woman whose wealth and power oozed from the carriage. Lady Cottlestone was a large woman, well fed by the looks of her waistline and floppy jowls. While Anita made the introductions, Sarah remained silent and wondered what the matron made of her. The woman’s bland, non-expressive face left a lot to one’s imagination.

      “Welcome to London, Miss Baxter,” Lady Cottlestone said, her gaze roaming over Sarah’s person.

      “Thank you, my lady.” Sarah curtsied and waited for her to speak again. It was odd being nervous, especially since, in the twenty-first century, she was a career woman not usually fazed by meeting people. But this woman had an air of Quality and Old World candor that left her uneasy and unsure of herself.

      “And what brings you to our fine city, Miss Baxter? The Season? Looking for a husband, perhaps?”

      Sarah smiled. “My brother and I decided to return to England after the death of our parents abroad. My brother, should he be here, would say I am actively looking for a husband. Whereas I would dispute this fact and tell you I’m here to enjoy my first London Season, and that is all.”

      Lady Cottlestone settled into her squabs, a pained expression on her visage. “I am sorry to hear about your parents, my dear. It is very sad when one’s parents pass at a young age and leave a woman such as yourself to rely on a male sibling for marriage guidance. Where abroad were you from, Miss Baxter?”

      “Rome, my lady.” Sarah shifted her feet, then, conscious of her habit of fidgeting when trying to avoid difficult questions, stilled.

      “Oh, how I love Rome. Such a wondrous city and wonderful people. If not a little too warm in the summer months. What were your parents’ names, Miss Baxter? Perhaps I knew them.”

      “Our family name is Baxter. My father’s title was Baron Stanley. My parents tended to shy away from society and its trappings.” Sarah took a fortifying breath and hoped she would not forget the multitude of lies she was spinning. The last thing they needed was to be caught out before the mapping device was back in their hands. She would have to bring Richard up to speed on these falsehoods, too.

      Lady Cottlestone frowned. “No, I do not believe I have met your dearly departed parents.”

      “I am so looking forward to your ball tonight, Lady Cottlestone. Do say you’ll allow your guests the pleasure of the waltz this eve. I do so love the dance,” Anita said.

      “After seeing it permitted at Lord Earnston’s last night, I have decided it should not offend those with a more delicate personality.” Lady Cottlestone turned her attention back to Sarah. “As you heard, Miss Baxter, I am hosting a ball at my home, Hendon House, this evening. Do say you will attend with your brother. I will send around an invitation to you directly.”

      “Thank you, my lady. As I am not aware of other plans for this evening, we’ll be honored to attend.” Sarah sighed her relief. Their foothold in the ton was secure.

      The two women stepped back as the highly sprung barouche pulled away, and continued down the grassy bank toward the Serpentine. Richard stood under some trees, his clothing and relaxed stance making him look like a true nineteenth century gentleman enjoying the air in the park.

      “Your brother is not married, Sarah?”

      “No. And from what I can tell, he is in no rush to become so.” She smiled, but out of loyalty to her friend refused to laugh. Poor Richard—should he find out they were discussing him in such a way, would turn as red as a beetroot.

      “Such a shame for he’s very handsome. Maybe a nice English woman will steal his heart.”

      “Perhaps,” Sarah said, as they came before Richard. “Thank you, Lady Anita, for your company. I’ve enjoyed our walk.”

      “It was entirely my pleasure, Miss Baxter. I look forward to seeing you tonight.”

      Sarah smiled at Richard, as Anita, accompanied by her maid, strolled toward her mother’s carriage. The Duchess studied them, her features full of enquiry as to whom her daughter had been engaged with.

      “Lady Anita has secured us an invitation to Lady Cottlestone’s ball this evening,” Sarah blurted as soon as they were alone. “She introduced me, and her ladyship invited us both. I’m sure tomorrow your silver salver at the front door will be full of invites. Hopefully some of them will be close friends of our earl.”

      Richard took her arm and started to walk from the Serpentine back toward Park Lane. “Is Lady Cottlestone a friend of Lord Earnston?”

      “I think so. She was at his ball last night apparently, so they are acquainted. Why?”

      “Perhaps we should make Lady Cottlestone’s home the first house we search. I don’t know if she collects peculiars like the late earl did, but we should at least eliminate her from our list while we have the chance.”

      “You think the current earl may have sold his brother’s collection to one of his friends?” Sarah hadn’t even thought of that possibility. It was feasible and yet, remembering the devastation she had seen on the earl’s face when he realized his brother lay dead at his feet, something told her he would treasure such a collection instead.

      “I do.” They reached Park Lane where Richard hailed a hackney and helped her inside.

      “Okay, we will search her ladyship’s home, but I doubt we’ll find anything there.” Sarah turned to the window to soak up the bustle of nineteenth century London life. “I think Lord Earnston will still have the device. His brother had many peculiars around his library and obviously loved collecting them. I doubt Lord Earnston would sell it off. It’s not like he’s in need of finances.”

      Richard leaned against the seat and pulled off his hat. “True, but it won’t hurt to inspect all the same. It would be a wasted opportunity if we never checked.”

      “Lady Anita offered to introduce me to his lordship tonight. I admit I’m a little nervous about the whole thing.”

      “Don’t be. If you start acting offish and tense, he may suspect or mistrust you, Sarah.”

      “I know. But I feel so guilty every time I look at the man. How will I get through the next few weeks?”

      “His brother’s death was an accident. He tried to save you. That he fell awkwardly was not your fault. The late Lord Earnston wouldn’t blame you.”

      Sarah met Richard’s gaze before looking away. She wasn’t so sure the deceased earl wouldn’t blame her. Yes, he might have been trying to save her from falling, but she’d stolen from his collection and engendered the reckless chase. “I just want to get the mapping device and go home. I’ve already done so much damage to this family. Let’s work fast and get out of here.” Normally a woman who bungled her way through life being too candid and dull, it required a Herculean effort for her to pull off playing a society queen.

      Richard sat forward to open the door as the carriage pulled up before their rented Mayfair home. Built in the classical Georgian design, it seemed well pleased with its situation in life. Sarah followed Richard onto the sidewalk and started toward the front steps; a hired footman opened the front door before they had the opportunity to reach for the knob.

      They walked into the library that overlooked Berkeley Square. Sarah laid her pelisse over a chair and tumbled into the chaise before the unlit hearth.

      “We will work as fast as we can.” Richard sat behind his desk and started to unfold the morning’s paper. “You’ll see. We’ll be home before you know it, our errors remedied, and our continued employment with TimeArch ensured.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Sarah said, the awful dread still gnawing on her unease.
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      The Hendon House ballroom took Sarah’s breath away. Guests mingled before them, their heels clicking against the parquetry floor, the women’s gowns as bright as the jewels about their necks. Above them, grand chandeliers glistened with a multitude of wax candles, casting a golden hue on the scene.

      It was amazing.

      The Earl of Earnston’s ballroom had been shrouded in a cloud of smoke by the time they had arrived the previous evening. Tonight, the gamblers hadn’t yet graced the ballroom with their cigars.

      “Welcome to Hendon House, Lord Stanley, Miss Baxter,” Lady Cottlestone greeted them.

      Sarah curtsied. “Thank you again for inviting us, Lady Cottlestone. We’re so excited to be here tonight.”

      Her ladyship smiled and nodded. “My pleasure, my dear. Come”—she gestured toward the guests—“enjoy the ball. I believe you’ll find Lady Anita near the supper room doors with the Duchess of Winters.”

      Sarah thanked her ladyship and took Richard’s arm. Social approval made their journey from one side of the room to the other quite the opposite experience of Lord Earnston’s ball. Tonight, although no one broke off conversations to speak to them, the ton still bestowed them with smiles and acknowledgement.

      Sarah relaxed and set out to try and enjoy the ball’s grandeur.

      “Miss Baxter,” Lady Anita greeted, as she spied them approaching. “So glad you could come. Let me introduce you to my mama.”

      Sarah had never met a Duchess before, but the woman’s warm smile and welcoming manner, very much like her daughter’s, left her feeling accepted if not equal.

      “Anita mentioned you are recently from Rome, Lord Stanley. Allow me to welcome you to London.”

      Richard bowed. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      “Miss Baxter, would you care to take a turn about the room?” Anita asked.

      “Yes, of course,” Sarah said, and headed toward the open French doors with her. Guests mingled on the flagstone veranda that overlooked the home’s extensive garden.

      “I’m so glad Lady Cottlestone invited you tonight. I find that always meeting the same people in society can cause stagnation. It is so refreshing to have you as part of our set.” Anita chose two champagne flutes from a tray carried by a passing footman and handed one to Sarah. “Oh, I do love pink champagne.”

      “I agree. It’s a lovely beverage.” Sarah chuckled as she took in the scene. Richard stood beside the Duchess in discussion, appearing relaxed and elegant. Others danced a quadrille, their gowns an assortment of vibrant colors. People mingled in groups discussing all manner of things, some casting inquisitive glances their way.

      “Hmm, yes.” Anita clicked her tongue. “See the lady arriving now, the one speaking to Lady Cottlestone?”

      Sarah glanced toward the doors and nodded. The young woman was extremely tall and very elegant. Her silk gown fell from a figure made for a fashion runway. She was exquisite, but the distaste Sarah read on her face marred her beauty.

      “That is Lady Patricia Meyers, Lady Cottlestone’s goddaughter, and if the woman has her way, my cousin’s future wife.”

      Sarah narrowed her eyes. Beautiful she might be, but she also appeared cold and uncaring. “I assume you mean the Lord Earnston is going to marry Lady Patricia?”

      Anita scoffed. “She hopes to. You see, before his death, my cousin was betrothed to her. Their marriage was set for the end of this very season. But of course, the accident happened, and…”

      Sarah knew exactly what Anita meant. At the sound of the quadrille winding down, she looked across the sea of dancers and met the surprised gaze of the earl himself. Heat washed her skin as she recalled their last embarrassing meeting. How was she to talk to the man without falling at his feet and apologizing profusely for his brother’s death? Or babbling like a fool due to his good looks. Mentally, she chastised herself for being an idiot. What was she worrying about? No one knew hers and Richard’s real identities and nor would they ever. If they kept to the plan, everything would work out fine.

      “I do not believe Lord Earnston has any intention of marrying just yet,” she heard Anita continue. “But Lady Patricia is determined and so, too, are my aunt and Patricia’s mother.”

      “So they’re not betrothed?” Sarah couldn’t blame the Earl for his decision. To marry your brother’s betrothed just because he’d died didn’t seem very romantic to her.

      “No. I feel for Patricia, though. It must be awfully difficult to see the new Lord Earnston about London and at all society events.”

      “Why?” Sarah asked.

      “They were twins, my dear. Had I not told you this?” Sarah nodded, feeling a pang of sympathy for Lady

      Patricia. “I had forgotten.”

      Anita sipped her drink. “I will introduce you to Lord Earnston this evening. I am determined he make amends for his behavior.”

      “I look forward to it, but I don’t want to be any trouble to his lordship,” Sarah said.

      “Nonsense, my dear. An introduction is no trouble.” Sarah inwardly cringed. Would the earl be rude or pleasant? She deserved the worst of his temper after what she’d put his family through. Her hands started to sweat in her gloves.

      “Are you well, Sarah? Would you care for some air on the terrace?”

      “I do feel a little faint. Perhaps some fresh air will do me good.”

      Anita took her arm and led her outside toward the balustrade. The cool air was a welcome reprieve from the heated ballroom. Sarah took in the extensive grounds. Crickets clicked, and somewhere in the dark garden water trickled and flowed. She gripped the rough railing and drew calming breaths until her anxiety calmed.

      “Lady Anita, are you going to introduce me?” rumbled the same voice that had ordered her to stop on that horrible night. She tensed, her muscles reacting faster than her mind could.

      Yet tonight, instead of the hardened command, his voice was deep and rich, pouring over her like chocolate on her tongue.

      Anita spun about with a gasp. “Earnston, you scared me. Don’t you know it is rude to sneak up on people?”

      “Forgive me, cousin.” He smiled, and Sarah once again reminded herself to close her mouth and calm her jitters. His lordship’s dark blue eyes took in her features and gown, and Sarah wondered what he thought of her.

      “Lord Earnston, this is Miss Sarah Baxter.”

      Sarah curtsied. “Good evening, Lord Earnston. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.” His lordship smiled, and Sarah felt her insides flutter. So handsome and athletic, his strong, broad shoulders would draw the eye of any woman wishing to admire fine masculine art.

      “Allow me to apologize, Miss Baxter, and make amends over my rudeness last evening. But I’m sure you will agree that strangers are not usually invited to one’s entertainments.”

      Sarah refused to blush at this reminder of her mistake. “You have nothing to apologize for, my lord. I would have reacted the same in your situation.”

      The wind picked up, and the cool, refreshing breeze became chilled. Sarah rubbed her arms and pulled her shawl over her shoulders to ensure her scar remained hidden.

      “Perhaps we ought to return indoors. Miss Baxter, would you do me the honor of the next dance? I believe it is to be a waltz.”

      A waltz. Most of the dances she had learned over the past two months had been easy, but she had not mastered the flowing steps of a waltz. Furthermore, it would make her nervous to dance with this man even were she accomplished. These two facts predicted a disastrous half hour.

      “Of course,” she found herself saying.

      Anita moved toward the French doors, and Sarah took Lord Earnston’s arm. He met her gaze, and all the warmth she had read in his manner a moment before was replaced with uncertainty, contemplation even. Mustering a smile, she stepped inside.
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      Eric looked down at the attractive woman lightly touching the crook of his elbow as they walked into the throng of dancers. She was tall for a woman and yet displayed elegance with every step, no awkwardness with her uncommon height. “I understand you’re recently from Rome. How are you finding London so far, Miss Baxter?”

      “Most interesting, my lord.” She turned toward him. “How so?” The silk of her dress and the lush curves beneath sent heat spiraling through him. Eric pulled her closer than was necessary and swept her into the dance.

      “London is very different from where we’re from.”

      She focused on something over his shoulder, refusing to meet his eyes. Eric inwardly frowned and wondered why such a thing troubled him. Many times he’d danced and never bothered to converse with his partner. “Are you always so vague with your replies, Miss Baxter?”

      She did look at him then, and Eric found himself grinning at her discomfort over his question. A rosy hue bloomed on her cheeks and made her more attractive than he cared to admit.

      “No,” she smiled. “I’m normally a very good talker. If you wish me to talk your ear off, I can certainly try.”

      Eric laughed, the sound unfamiliar to his ears. Was this the first time since William’s death he’d found himself enjoying the moment? “What strange wording you use. Talk your ear off—such speech must only be used on the Continent.”

      Sarah nodded, her expression serious. “Of course. Only on the Continent.”

      “I should imagine you have high expectations for your first season in London?” He noted that her green eyes darkened—but in displeasure or fear, he couldn’t tell. He raised an eyebrow and fought not to smile.

      “I’m not interested in marriage, my lord. I’m here to enjoy the delights of the season and that is all. I’m not looking for the season’s delights to include a husband.”

      “You surprise me yet again, Miss Baxter. Not only was that not the answer I was expecting, but it wasn’t vague in the least.” He did laugh then and swept her into a turn, which brought forth her own chuckle. The delightful sound did odd things to his body. “Do you ride?” he asked, hoping she would say yes. She would look delectable in a riding habit among Richmond’s or Hyde Park’s trees and beautiful grounds.

      “I do. I love to ride, although we have no horses stabled in town.”

      “Would you ride with me tomorrow morning? I have a mare that’s placid enough for town.” Eric held his breath for her answer. Why, he couldn’t fathom. And at present he didn’t want to delve into such musings. All that mattered was that he was dancing with a beautiful and intelligent woman. One he was attracted to not only physically but intellectually. He would have to thank Anita for resurrecting his association with Miss Baxter.

      “I would like that, my lord. Thank you.”

      She smiled once more, and again Eric felt his breath seize in his lungs.

      He swept her to a stop as the last strains of the waltz sounded. Regretfully, he bowed. “You waltz beautifully.”

      Her chuckle brought another smile to his lips. “I do believe you’re in denial, my lord. I could think of a different word than ‘beautiful’ to express my dancing.”

      “I cannot.” Nor could he. Miss Sarah Baxter was a breeze of fresh air in an idle society. She was an intriguing woman, and he wished to know her better.

      He turned as Lady Patricia came to stand beside them. Anita trailed behind, a mulish turn to her mouth. He greeted his late brother’s betrothed with a bow, then made the necessary introductions.

      “Would you care to dance, cousin?” he asked Anita. As much as his brother had loved Patricia, he did not. It was better for all involved that he make himself scarce whenever she came into his sphere, lest he injure her further by denying their families’ mutual wish for them to marry. Ignoring Patricia’s disappointment, he held out his arm to Anita.

      “I don’t like country dances, Eric,” she said, taking his arm anyway.

      “Until tomorrow, Miss Baxter,” he said, turning before he was out of her hearing.

      “Tomorrow,” she replied.

      Eric smiled. It was already too many hours between now and morning.

      “What has you looking so jovial, cousin?” Anita asked, a knowing twinkle in her eye.

      “A good friend of mine once said, ‘A gentleman never tells.’” Eric placed Anita in line and stepped back with the other men to commence the dance.

      “How curious. And yet I do believe I know.”

      Eric laughed. “I believe you do.”
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      Sarah allowed the music to flow over her as she watched Lord Earnston dance and laugh with Anita. She had thought him handsome when serious, but now, smiling, talking, and laughing made him more devastatingly so.

      She sighed in relief at having not tripped over her own feet during her waltz with the earl. He was a skilled dancer and had overcome her dancing inadequacies. The memory of him clasping her against his broad chest, his muscular shoulders that would be magnificent if ever bared for view, left her looking forward to the next time they danced. Never would she forget her waltz with a lord in nineteenth century

      London. She would cherish the memory forever.

      “I know what you’re up to, Miss Baxter, and it will not work.”

      Sarah started and turned to face Lady Patricia. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”

      “Your wiles are wasted on Lord Earnston, my dear. He is not for you.”

      Sarah beat back the urge to put the high and mighty Lady Patricia in her place. “Lady Anita introduced me to his lordship. That he danced with me I’m sure was his way of being polite. I have no interest in Lord Earnston.”

      “It would be a waste of your time. Our families are, at this moment, finalizing our wedding contract.”

      “Lord Earnston has proposed?” Sarah asked, pausing when she spied an older woman looking their way, her dark eyes hard and full of malice.

      “Not yet. But he will. Lord Earnston always does what is correct. So you see, Miss Baxter, it is best not to form a tendre for his lordship.”

      Sarah bit her tongue and nodded. “I assure you I will not.”

      “Very good, and let me conclude by saying that I do not believe it is appropriate for you to associate with Lady Anita. She is a duke’s daughter, you know.”

      Sarah’s eyes narrowed at the woman’s implication that she was beneath such people. “Lady Anita is my friend, and one I will continue to see. Should Lord Earnston wish to speak or dance with me, I will not deny him as he seems a nice enough sort of fellow. If you have a problem with such facts, Lady Patricia, it is not my concern.”

      Sarah curtsied and walked away, grabbing a glass of champagne from a passing footman. The audacity of the woman! Had she not left at that moment, Sarah wasn’t sure what would have come out of her mouth next. For all her angelic mien, blond hair, and alabaster complexion, Lady Patricia was the devil’s spawn.
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      “Are you okay?” Richard asked, coming to stand beside her.

      Sarah filled him in on her conversation with Lady Patricia.

      “She could be a complication we don’t need,” Richard said practically.

      “Yes.” Sarah added Patricia to her list of problems. “I believe I have an enemy.”

      “And an admirer, if Lord Earnston’s besotted gaze is anything to go by.” Richard elbowed her. “Don’t worry — rumor has it Lord Earnston isn’t interested in Lady Patricia.”

      “Gossiping already. How vulgar.”

      Richard laughed. “Vulgar, maybe. Amusing, yes.” Richard pulled her toward a group of chairs and sat. “His lordship is unattached and looks to be for some time. And while you were dancing with him, I snuck out and did a quick search.”

      “Did you find anything?” Sarah asked, unable to disguise the hope in her voice.

      “Lady Cottlestone’s collection seems to sway toward furniture—pianos and pianofortes, to be precise. She has hardly any trinkets at all.” Richard sighed. “Keep with the plan. We’ll be home before you know it.”

      Sarah nodded, trying to keep the disappointment from her face. Keep with the plan. Simple enough, or perhaps not. Not when every time she was beside the delicious Lord Earnston, she had an overwhelming urge to beg his forgiveness and throw herself against him. Such specimens of men shouldn’t be allowed in history. It didn’t make a twenty-first century time traveling archaeologist’s job at all easy.

      And judging by the heated gaze from his lordship at this moment, he would be an easy conquest.

      Sarah sculled the last of her champagne. What a conundrum.
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      The Bow Street Runner flipped through his notepad, his pasty face pinched in serious contemplation. Eric wondered if he’d have been better off doing the job himself. The runner, for all his contacts, hadn’t produced one ounce of information worth Eric’s trouble.

      “Lord Earnston, thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”

      Eric nodded. “From the missive I received, am I to believe you have procured a lead into my brother’s death?”

      “I have, my lord. A most promising one.” The runner stopped on a page. “Last evening at the Cottlestone Ball, I was informed items in her ladyship’s parlor were moved about and not returned to their original positions. Also, papers on her writing desk had been shifted. This, of course would not normally raise concerns, but as the room was off limits to guests, I thought it best to bring this to your attention.”

      Eric sat forward and frowned. “Lady Cottlestone notified you of this?” Blood raced through his veins at the possibility the culprit was finally back in town among them.

      “I received a note this morning. I hope that was suitable, my lord. You did instruct your closest acquaintances to be mindful of anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Yes, that’s fine.” Eric tapped his fingers against his desk. “Could not a parlor maid cleaning up have done this?”

      “That was a possibility, but her ladyship asked the staff who service those apartments, and all said they had not been into the room since yesterday morning.”

      “Hmm.” Eric stood and walked to the window overlooking Belgrave Square. “No one saw anyone looking suspicious or acting oddly?”

      The runner shook his head. “No. The staff was so busy with the ball, they didn’t notice anyone out of the ordinary. But, if I may say so, my lord, it seems our killer is back in town.”

      Eric nodded, his attention on the unsuspecting populace outside his library window. “So it would seem,” he said. “Now all we have to do is catch the baseborn whelp.”

      “We will. Sooner or later, they’ll make a mistake, and this time, we’ll be ready. You have my word on that, my lord.”

      Eric walked back to the desk and stood beside it. “And I’ll hold you to your word, Mr. Simms.”

      The runner’s swallow was audible. “Excellent.” He stood. “I’ll leave you now and update you when I have further news.”

      “Good day to you, sir.” The short man scuttled off in haste. Eric then pulled open his desk drawer and lifted out the strange artifact.

      He ran his fingers over the smooth metal casing. What was it? He had no idea, but whoever wanted it was back to collect. A smile quirked his lips. They would not have the chance to disappear again. His aim would be better this time.

      Deadly accurate in fact.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sarah walked in to the breakfast parlor where a vast amount of food waited upon the sideboard. Ham, pheasant, eggs, toast, and chocolate, lovingly set out for them to choose. Sarah spooned some eggs on her plate and sat at the table.

      No sooner had she taken her first bite of the fluffy eggs than Richard rushed in. She smiled at his ruffled hair and his haphazard attempt at tying a cravat so early in the morning. “You seem perky this morning, Richard.”

      Richard glanced at the footman, then dismissed him from the room. “If you keep using words like ‘perky’, the staff will start gossiping about you.” He gave her a pointed stare and looked over the food.

      “Ah, they won’t say anything. You worry too much.” Sarah poured Richard a coffee and then proceeded to fix herself a tea.

      A footman entered carrying a silver salver. “A missive has arrived for you, Miss Baxter.”

      Sarah broke the seal and opened it. “Oh.”

      “What is it?” Richard asked.

      “Lord Earnston cannot make our ride this morning. Seems he has an appointment he forgot.”

      “Oh, well, I’m sure the besotted fellow will ask you again.”

      Sarah absently tapped the letter on the table. It was imperative he ask her out, if for no other reason than to obtain the device, yet she couldn’t explain the sinking feeling of disappointment or the fervent hope he would wish to see her again just because.

      “Well, I might head down to Bond Street then. There’s sure to be an antique or an art shop among other specialty stores in the shopping precinct. Since I have no other plans for the morning.”

      “You’re saying the mapping device may have found its way into a London antique store? Bit of a stretch, don’t you think?”

      She shrugged. “Doesn’t hurt to look.” It was possible Lord Earnston may have sold his brother’s collection. She didn’t really believe this was the case, but she couldn’t fail getting it back again.

      “Your father said the earl had the device, so you’re wasting your morning. But,” Richard paused, wiping his mouth with his napkin, “it’s up to you, and like you said, it doesn’t hurt to look. Do you want me to have the carriage brought around for you? I won’t need it today, and it looks like a storm may be brewing.”

      “No,” Sarah shook her head. “I’ll take a hackney.”

      “I don’t know if that’s safe. Perhaps I should come with you. You don’t have a maid.”

      Sarah waved Richard’s concerns away. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Take your mace at least.”

      “Not that I’ll need it, but if it makes you feel better…” Thunder rumbled in the distance. Dammit, would nothing go her way today? It had started out such a lovely morning, but true to Richard’s predictions, that was deteriorating by the minute.

      “It would.” Richard bit into his ham and sighed. “This is delicious.”

      “The kitchen staff can certainly cook a good breakfast,” Sarah agreed, yet pushed her half-eaten meal away.

      “I was starving after arriving home last night. Did you taste the awful food Lady Cottlestone had on offer at the ball?” Richard cringed. “The white soup nearly made me gag.”

      Sarah laughed. “I stuck to food I recognized.”

      “I should have as well,” Richard said.
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      Sarah changed into a green sprig muslin gown. The morning’s dry heat had turned heavy with moisture. She tied her bonnet ribbons beneath her chin and scrutinized her reflection in the mirror.

      She didn’t recognize herself. The twenty-first century woman was well and truly gone, and in her place stood a nineteenth century debutante. The dress was light and extremely flattering to her slender figure. Her dark hair was tied back with a ribbon, accentuating her cheekbones. It was like seeing an ancestor, not herself. Dismissing the image, Sarah grabbed the umbrella leaning against the armoire and headed downstairs.

      Her carriage ride to Bond Street was quick, given their home wasn’t far from the shopping precinct. The bustle never grew old. Some shopkeepers stood before their stores, trying to lure customers inside. Ladies strolled along the flagstone footpaths, their maids carrying their purchases followed close behind. A lad, covered in soot, ran toward a townhouse and dropped coal down the eye in the front of the home and into the underground storage vault.

      A pang of sadness pricked Sarah’s senses as she realized all these people in this special time were gone. Everyone she spoke to and observed. All long gone.

      She gripped the seat as the carriage rocked to a halt. Then she opened the door, stepped down, and paid the driver. The shops ran along an alley and bore quaint wooden frontages with hand-painted signs.

      Stores of every kind were available for those who had the means to buy. Milliners, shoemakers, jewelers, tobacconists, and haberdashers all showed off their wares in the windows. Sarah couldn’t help but fall in love with the beauty.

      Her first stop held an abundance of antiques and collectables. Furniture, games, glassware, and cutlery littered every available surface. If the device was here, it would be an awfully long search.

      “Can I help you, my lady?”

      Sarah spied the elderly shop owner peeking over a pile of books. She sauntered toward him. “Hello, yes. I collect peculiars. Do you have any to sell?

      The old man nodded. “I do. This way if you please.”

      He led her toward the rear of the store to a row of glass-fronted cabinets filled with different and strange items. Thimbles, shrunken heads, gold chess pieces, and other unfamiliar items filled every space. Excitement and despair washed over her. Yes, she would be here for some time.

      “Are you after anything in particular, my lady?”

      Sarah smiled at the elderly gentleman and shook her head. “No, thank you.”

      The store doorbell jingled, and he hobbled away. She turned back to the cabinets, sighed, and set about examining the items.

      “Miss Baxter?”

      She jumped and turned to find Lord Earnston gazing at her with a quizzical brow.

      Shit!

      “Lord Earnston.” She curtsied and watched as the earl took off his hat and ran a hand through his long, dark locks. The action held her captive. His arm flexed, showing off muscle hidden yet noticeable under his finely cut suit. Butterflies took flight in her stomach, and she touched her waist to calm her nervousness.

      “Are you out to do some shopping?” She inwardly cringed at her pathetic question.

      “I was on the street and saw you enter. Are you here alone?” He met her gaze, one eyebrow raised.

      “Yes. Alone.” She swallowed, realizing too late she’d forgotten to bring a maid.

      “You are unchaperoned?” His accusing tone irked.

      “As you see.” She turned back to the cabinets, trying to ignore his presence filling the space. Better that than tell this high and mighty lord what he could do with his condescending inflection. The delight of seeing him lessened with the opinion she didn’t care to hear.

      He sighed and touched her arm. “Forgive me, Miss Baxter. I was merely concerned.” He smiled. “This was my brother’s favorite store. Whenever he came up to London, his first stop was always Bond Street.”

      Sarah nodded. “He liked antiques?”

      “Yes, very much so. He collected peculiars in fact, and I’m gathering, since you’re standing before cabinets full of them, you may also, Miss Baxter?”

      “I do, although my interests sway to the rare and strange these days.”

      “I would love to see your collection, if you would allow it?” His lordship squatted and gazed at a collection of snuffboxes.

      Panic assailed her, and she struggled to find words. “My collection is still to be packed and shipped from Rome. I should imagine it’ll be here by the end of the Season.”

      “Excellent.” His lordship summoned the storeowner and asked to examine a silver snuffbox with diamonds and etchings on its casing.

      “That’s lovely. Will you buy it?”

      His lordship smiled and nodded. “I think so, yes.”

      “So you collect, as well?” She held her breath for his answer. To know he collected would at least eliminate her need to scrounge through every antique store in London and other people’s homes.

      “I do. I never liked William’s hobby before, but since his death, I thought I owed it to him to continue his passion.”

      Sarah walked over to a tapestry sporting warring knights and ran her hand along the woven material. “I think that’s admirable, my lord.”

      “Well,” he shrugged, “it’s no bother.”

      Excitement ran along her skin as she met his gaze. His intense study of her made it difficult to concentrate. “I’m sorry we could not ride this morning. I was looking forward to it.”

      “As was I,” he said. “But an associate of mine could only meet me at that time. Would tomorrow suit?”

      “Yes, of course.” She smiled.

      His lordship nodded and slipped his hat back on. “I should imagine you’ll be bringing your maid this time, Miss Baxter?”

      Sarah laughed. “Of course. I will not forget.” She stood there for a time, regarding him as he completed his purchase and, with another nod, left the store. His physique automatically drew the eye, and her hands itched to touch him. What a shame she could only offer him friendship. Mentally, she shook herself.

      What was she thinking? He wasn’t some hunk she had met in a nightclub. Her orders were clear: she was here to find the device and get away from Lord Earnston before he discovered her identity. She was not here to indulge her lust.
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      “Lady Anita Drake to see you, Miss Baxter.”

      Sarah thanked the footman and placed the first edition Pride and Prejudice back on the library shelf. “Can you bring in some tea, please?” She smiled as Anita bounded into the room, her fingers busy pulling off her gloves.

      “Sarah, what news I have for you! You will never guess.” Anita plopped onto the settee and patted the chair.

      Sarah laughed and sat. “Since I’m new to town, I should imagine not. Tell me what has you in such a good mood.”

      “I have just come from Lord Earnston’s home. It seems, my dear, that he has had word the person believed to have caused the death of his brother is back in London. Last eve at the Cottlestone ball, her ladyship alleged that her upstairs parlor had been trifled with. That someone seemed to have been snooping about.”

      Sarah stared wide-eyed at her friend and felt all the blood drain from her face. She swallowed the bile that threatened. “Did anyone see the person snooping about?” It could not be true. Richard was a pro at slipping in and out of situations without detection. How could such a mistake have happened?

      “No,” Anita said, her voice dejected. “But that does not signify, for someone was in there, and it’s only a matter of time before they are caught and brought to justice.” She stood and began pacing before her. “I wonder who it could be? Earnston said the woman he saw the night of William’s death was young and in partnership with someone else. Seems she met with a gentleman in Westerham at the local inn.”

      “He knew that?”

      Anita stopped and frowned. “What do you mean? Of course he knew. He’s had a Bow Street Runner on the case since William’s death. The innkeeper notified the man during his investigations that the lady arrived, muddy and injured, and met the fellow upstairs.”

      Shit. Sarah nodded. “It seems his lordship will catch his brother’s murderer and be able to move on with his life.” Silently, she thanked the distraction of the footman as he brought in the tea. She fisted her hand to quell its shaking, then calmly poured two neat cups. “What did the innkeeper say the woman looked like?”

      Anita thought for a moment. “He believed the woman’s hair was a dark shade. Very pretty and tall by all accounts, but a light skirt nonetheless.”

      Sarah choked on her tea and put down the cup. “The woman may have slept in a different chamber to this male accomplice. It is possible, Anita.”

      “Perhaps you are right, but in any case the woman has a lot to answer for. Lord Earnston is determined to have justice. I feel sorry for her on that score.”

      “Don’t,” Sarah said. His lordship had every right to feel the way he did. Should her own brother die—had she had one—under such strange circumstances, Sarah wouldn’t rest until the criminal was brought to justice. “Should she ever be caught, she deserves the earl’s wrath.”

      “Yes, a wrath involving a hangman’s noose. I cannot think of a more awful way of dying.” Anita took a sip of tea.

      A shudder ran through Sarah, and she set about turning the conversation to a more menial topic. The whole time they chatted of gowns, balls, and gossip, her mind remained a whirr of discord and worry. The earl had a Bow Street Runner on the case. They would have to be meticulous from now on. Richard’s mistake could not happen again.

      “Sarah?” Anita asked, touching her hand.

      Sarah pulled herself from her thoughts. “Sorry, I was a mile away.”

      Lady Anita threw her a quizzical glance but repeated her remark. “Lord Earnston also informed me he is to ride with you tomorrow morn.” She sat back on the settee and grinned. “I hope you comprehend how unpopular this will make you.”

      Sarah flinched. “Why? I thought Lord Earnston was a much sought-after gentleman in the ton.” Had TimeArch missed some important tidbit of information on his lordship?

      “He is one of the most eligible men in England, my dear,” her friend said with a laugh. “And for the first time since I have known him, he has shown a marked interest in a woman. You.”

      Sarah stood and rounded the settee. “I’m sure he is merely being kind to his cousin’s friend and nothing more. I promise you, by the end of the Season, his lordship’s affections will be aimed elsewhere, and I will be merely a passing acquaintance.” Although she couldn’t stop wondering who Lord Earnston would eventually marry. Have a life with. Love…

      “Lady Patricia mentioned you in passing.” Anita stood and pulled on her gloves. “I should not tell you this as she is all but family, but I feel I should warn you.”

      Sarah peeked up from her intent examination of the settee’s gold silk cover. “Warn me?”

      “Yes.” Anita walked over to her. “Lady Patricia will seek to cut you out of Lord Earnston’s life. I doubt she’ll allow anything to stand in her way of obtaining a countess coronet.” Anita took her hand. “Do not appear so worried, my dear. For Lord Earnston to show interest in you is enough for me. I would love to welcome you as a cousin.”

      Sarah needed to put a halt to this direction of thought at once. “Anita, I’m not entering a war over your cousin. Lady Patricia can have him. I will, of course, befriend him, but nothing more. Please do not try and match-make.” What a nightmare this Season would be if she had to contend with people trying to marry her off.

      Anita grinned, and Sarah realized her friend was not listening to a word she said.

      “I’m sure my cousin’s powers of persuasion will win you over eventually.”

      Though Sarah doubted that, she smiled. “Are you leaving?”

      “Yes, I must dash. Mama has a modiste arriving today. Next season will be upon us before we know it, and she wishes to be prepared.”
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      Sarah walked Anita to the door before seeking out Richard. She found him in the upstairs parlor. “You asleep?”

      Richard sat up with a start and rubbed his eyes. “I’m up.”

      “I hope so, because you’ll never believe what I’ve been told.” She flopped onto a chair. “It seems the other night when you went moseying about in Lady Cottlestone’s home, you were not as stealthy as you should have been. Lady Cottlestone has informed Lord Earnston that someone has meddled in her private parlor.”

      “What!” Richard stood, his face paling. “Do they know it was me?”

      “No. You were lucky this time. But I also found out that Lord Earnston hired a runner to investigate his brother’s death.” She sighed. “We’ll have to be so careful from now on. If they catch either of us trying to find the mapping device…”

      Richard leaned against the mantle, idly stroking the marble. “We’ll lie low for a few balls, make them believe the felon has fled.” Richard paused. “You need to get closer to his lordship and gain access to his homes and to him.”

      Sarah frowned. It wasn’t easy starting a friendship with a man who filled you with guilt every time you were near him. For all his masculine charm—the long, mussed hair, his deep ocean blue eyes, and full lips—it was impossible to start a flirtation, no matter how much she lusted after him.

      “I can’t do it, Richard.” She joined him at the mantle. “I killed his twin. He would kill me if he ever found out. It would be wrong of me to let him believe there’s a future with me when there isn’t.”

      Richard raised his eyebrows. “You will, and you know why. Because both our jobs depend on it. It is only a little flirting, after all. How much damage can you do?” He walked away waving his arms. “What happened to the independent, intelligent twenty-first century woman I know? You made a mistake—you did not kill his brother on purpose. And from this point on, I’ll not hear another word about you feeling guilty and full of regret.”

      Sarah shushed him for fear the staff would hear. Richard growled and hugged her. How would she do the impossible? How was she to purposefully set out and deceive Lord Earnston again? “It’s just so cruel. What if his lordship forms a tendre for me?” She stepped out of Richard’s embrace. “Lady Anita is already matchmaking me to him, and Lady Patricia sees me as some sort of competition.”

      Richard nodded. “I understand where you’re coming from, Sarah, but you know not to go against your father. Especially as we’ve already stuffed up more times than I care to remember. If Lord Earnston forms some sort of crush on you, it’ll be short lived. Men of this era rarely married for love. You’ll see when we go home and read about what happened to his family; his lordship would’ve moved on by the next season.”

      “What if we went to the earl and asked for the device. If we explain where we’re from and apologize, perhaps he’ll give it to us and let us go.”

      “And if he doesn’t, what then?” Richard argued. “Are we to take guns with us and threaten him should he become difficult? No, we’ll abide by your father’s orders.”

      Sarah rested her forehead against the cold marble fireplace and welcomed the chill stone. “I can’t talk of this now, I need to lie down. Don’t forget we have Lord and Lady Connors’ soiree tonight.” Her feet dragged her toward the door.

      “Keep your mind alert and free from guilt, and just do the job. For all our sakes.”

      She met Richard’s gaze and recognized the fear in his eyes. “I won’t let us down. I don’t want to end up dead any more than you do.”

      “As long as we’re both on the same page,” Richard said, lying back down on the settee and closing his eyes.

      Sarah walked from the room. Stay on the same page, or write a whole new book? One without a happily ever after.
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      Eric cooled his heels and waited for Miss Baxter to arrive at the Connors’ soiree. His need to see her again was unusual for him and yet welcome. It had been such a long time since he’d felt anything other than hate and revenge. Perhaps there were other things in life to look forward to after all.

      Like the woman walking through the ballroom doors at this moment. Eric relished the chance to admire her lithe form. The splendid gown of jade silk that he knew would accentuate the color of her eyes. Miss Baxter was a beautiful woman, and one he would like to know a lot better.

      He hadn’t planned on coming to the soiree and had all but resigned himself to only see her again at their ride tomorrow morning. But it wasn’t soon enough, apparently, for here he was, his heart thrumming in expectation of the sound of her voice.

      He took a long pull of his brandy and watched as Anita whisked Sarah away from her brother. He noted their direction before turning his attention back to Lord Stanley, carefully taking in the man’s features. His skin was darker than hers, as if he’d spent too many hours in the sun. But that wasn’t their only difference. The gentleman’s hair was an odd shade of auburn. Nothing like his sister’s ebony locks.

      He started when a hand waved in front of him.

      “Not your preferred sex, Earnston,” Mettleston said, nodding toward Lord Stanley as he walked toward the card room.

      Eric laughed. “Not my preferred sex ever. I was merely noting the difference between Miss Baxter and her brother. Odd that their hair and skin tones are so different. What say you?”

      “I say, you need to drink that fine liquid in your glass and procure another. Perhaps Lord Stanley has spent more time outdoors or has the features of only one parent.” Mettleston shrugged. “Who knows and who cares? Certainly not me.”

      Eric noted his friend’s foxed state. “Care for a game of cards? With your current inebriation I’m sure to win,” he said, trying to lighten his friend’s sour mood.

      “I care not. Drunk I may be, but idiot I am not.” Mettleston gestured toward Anita and Miss Baxter. “See your cousin is here and has taken the Miss Baxter under her wing. Not two more beautiful women to be seen in society, I vow.”

      Eric’s gaze snapped to where the two ladies stood, a bevy of beaus surrounding them, and couldn’t agree more. Anita addressed Lord Kentum, and he realized it would be only a matter of time before the man asked for her hand. Kentum was as besotted as one ought to be when in love, and not the least afraid to show it in public.

      Miss Baxter, on the other hand, stood to the side, more reserved but attentive to the conversation. Eric wondered what she was thinking, wishing to be privy to her most inner thoughts.

      Mettleston chuckled. “I see your aversion to being in Miss Baxter’s company has ended. Why, if you continue to stare at her in that way, you’ll create talk.”

      Eric averted his gaze. “I was merely checking that Lady Anita is well and not suffering under all the suitors who skulk about her skirts.”

      Mettleston scoffed. “Liar.”

      Eric’s lips twitched. “What has you in high dungeons, my friend?”

      “Nothing a few more of these will not cure.” Mettleston gestured with his glass, slopping some of its contents across the floor.

      Eric turned toward a sudden burst of laughter and locked gazes with Miss Baxter as she came toward him with his cousin. Eric tried to keep his gaze from devouring her form as she walked, but his eyes stole over her like a wave over sand. He licked his lips, his mouth suddenly parched. After his less than gentlemanly perusal, he expected to see a becoming blush on her checks, but alas it was not to be. And she intrigued him more when she lifted her chin and eyebrows in acknowledgement of his appreciation. Eric’s admiration for her doubled, and he smiled.

      “Earnston, how unexpected to see you here. I did not think you were coming tonight.”

      Eric kissed Anita’s cheek, but his attention was strictly on her companion.

      “You look very well this evening, Miss Baxter,” he said, keeping his attention focused on her. She curtsied, and he caught a whiff of her perfume, the scent of jasmine.

      “Good evening, Lord Earnston.” Miss Baxter glanced at Lord Mettleston, and Eric realized they’d not been introduced.

      “Forgive me, Miss Baxter; this is my friend, Lord

      Mettleston.”

      She smiled at Mettleston and Eric felt suddenly ill at ease. Her smile, unlike so many gestures throughout the ton, was spontaneous and genuine and aimed at his friend.

      “Miss Baxter, may I have the honor of the next dance? I believe it to be a waltz.” Eric wondered what was wrong with him. His chest felt tight, his skin hot as if he were taken with a fever. Never had an answer mattered as much as this one did now. Why, he couldn’t fathom; he only knew he had to dance with this woman again.

      “I would like that, my lord.”

      And there was that smile again that made his breath catch and his heart thump. He took her hand, placed it on his, and led her out to the floor. Pulling himself to rights, he made an effort to act the gentleman.

      Not the easiest thing to do when all he wanted was sweep her out the nearest exit and kiss her senseless in an utterly un-gentlemanlike manner.
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      Sarah inwardly shook as she walked beside Lord Earnston onto the dance floor. If ever she had her chance to cement a friendship with his lordship, now was the time. Yet his marked attention, indicating an interest bordering on more than friendship, was hard to push aside.

      She swallowed and turned to face him. His superfine coat felt wonderful under her hands, and the overwhelming urge to stroke the material almost won over her sense of decorum.

      He held her just above her hip, and an exhilaration of desire shot to her core. She firmly fixed her attention over his shoulder and readied herself for the torture of the waltz.

      And then they were moving, flowing and twirling around the dance floor between other couples. The turns were fast—dizzying, in fact. This time, however, Sarah was prepared and met each step with a little more grace than before. Excitement thrummed in her veins at being back in his lordships arms. To have his whole attention fixed only on her left her breathless.

      She noted the other couples enjoying the dance; the gentlemen, so handsome in their satin knee-breeches and perfectly cut coats; the women on their arms beautifully dressed and the paradigm of Regency fashion; the gilded walls, enormous mirrors and magnificent artwork made the ballroom resemble a scene from a period movie. A wholly magical experience.

      “You look,” his lordship paused, catching her attention, “very beautiful, Miss Baxter.”

      “Is it customary, my lord, to praise so in society? Will you not be scolded should anyone find out you spoke to me in such a way?”

      Lord Earnston smiled. “I will not tell if you do not.”

      Her gaze veered to his lips, and hers suddenly felt dry. Refusing to lick them, she took a calming breath instead. “Your secret is safe with me. And thank you for the compliment.”

      “You’re very welcome.” His gaze turned scorching. Sarah held back the squeak of alarm when he pulled her closer than he ought. She met Richard’s gaze over his lordship’s shoulder and noted his pleased grin. Well, she supposed he would be happy. Here she was, getting cozy with the lord with no effort on Richard’s part at all.

      “Did you end up buying any peculiars, Miss Baxter?”

      She frowned. “Ah, no, my lord. There was nothing that caught my fancy.”

      “Was there not?”

      Something in his lordship’s tone gave Sarah pause. As if he was trying to get at something else. Was he flirting with her? Or was he suspicious? “No, but there are plenty of other antique stores in London. I’m sure I will find something among them that I’ll like.”

      “I should imagine so.” Lord Earnston pulled her into a quick turn. Sarah laughed and gripped his lordship tighter. “Are you still free to ride tomorrow morning?”

      “Yes,” she said out of breath. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “That would then make two of us.”

      Sarah deliberately ignored the double entendre hanging between them. It was merely her twenty-first century mind thinking dirty. “I have informed my maid, so you’ll not need to scold me this time.”

      Lord Earnston grinned. “What a shame. I was hoping you’d buck convention and not bring one along.”

      Sarah refused to blink. “Liar.”

      “You know, Miss Baxter, you’re the second person this eve to label me thus.”

      “Really?” she said, curious. “Can you tell me why?” Lord Earnston swung her in to another tight turn.

      “Lord Mettleston believes—now prepare yourself to hear something quite shocking—I have formed a tendre for a lady here present tonight.”

      Sarah’s heart raced. She bit her lip and wondered what the social protocol was when a gentleman shared such a personal tidbit. She was pretty sure she should tell him off and storm away. Yet all she could think was, did he mean her? And if so, what should she do with such a revelation? “Oh,” was all she replied.

      His lordship grinned. “I told him he was being absurd, of course, but then I have been known to twist my words.”

      Sarah held off the urge to fan her face and wondered if everyone else were as hot as she. Dancing in his lordship’s arms, hearing his deep, rumbling voice was a challenge at the best of times, but when he aimed to make the woman in his arms melt like ice-cream on a hot summer’s day, it was nearly impossible to stay composed. “You lie then,” Sarah said, glad her voice came out strong and almost accusing.

      Lord Earnston laughed. “Never lie, just…evade.” He paused. “Are you not curious as to whom Lord Mettleston meant?”

      “It would be silly of me to ask as I’m sure, because you are a gentleman, you wouldn’t wish to cause me unease. You do realize women tend to look less than comely when flushed red to their roots. And you know how dedicated I am to finding a husband this season.” Sarah smiled at her own sarcasm. But at least his lordship was being hospitable, and could well be on the way to counting her a friend, if such a thing were allowed in 1818.

      He laughed. “Very well, I’ll abide by your wish not to know, but you’re wrong about a woman’s flush. I believe there is nothing more beautiful than a delicate rosy hue on a woman’s cheeks, especially after a pleasurable exertion.”

      Oh man he is hot!

      Sarah said a silent prayer of thanks when the waltz ended and he swept her to a stop. “My lord, there is something—”

      “My dear, you must introduce me at once to the lady who has kept you this past half-hour. I command it.”

      Sarah turned and found herself face to face with a formidable looking older woman. She dipped into a curtsy and then wished the ground would open up and swallow her. Why was it that whenever she was nervous, she forgot the damn etiquette rules? The curtsy was supposed to come after the introduction.

      “Forgive me. Miss Baxter. This is my mother, the

      Countess of Earnston.”

      Sarah dipped into her second curtsy. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Lady Earnston.”

      “Well,” her ladyship said, not responding any further. Instead, she pulled Lady Patricia forward and nigh threw her into his lordship’s arms. “Dance with Lady Patricia, Eric. She is free this next set.”

      Lord Earnston bowed. “Until our ride tomorrow, Miss Baxter. Good night.”

      “Good night, my lord.” Sarah curtsied.

      When he didn’t immediately move away, her ladyship gestured them to leave, and took Sarah’s arm, adeptly steering her from the spot. Apprehension crept across Sarah’s skin.

      “Miss Baxter, I’m sure you’re a very good sort of woman, but if you’re seeking to marry my son, you’re setting yourself up for misfortune.”

      Sarah noted her ladyship’s cold eyes and immovable stance beneath the sweet voice and smiling mouth. “I do not wish to marry his lordship; I consider him merely an acquaintance, a friend, if you will, in society.”

      “A friendship between members of the opposite sex is an absurd notion. Such foolishness leads to folly, and you, Miss Baxter, will not lead my son to any such situation.”

      Sarah stopped and pulled her arm from her ladyship. “I have no desire to lead him anywhere.” She caught sight of Lord Earnston enjoying his dance with Lady Patricia. They made a beautiful couple: elegant, tall, social equals. A pang of envy stabbed her, and she pushed it aside, breathing a sigh of relief when Lady Anita joined them.

      “Aunt, lovely to see you tonight.” She kissed her ladyship’s cheek. Lady Earnston’s features softened at the gesture, and Sarah caught a glimpse of a woman whose youthful beauty was still visible under the lines of time and spite.

      “Anita dear, I have been talking to your delightful friend, Miss Baxter. Patricia, as you can see, is dancing with Eric. Do you not think they make a fine couple?”

      Anita didn’t even bother to find them on the dance floor. “They make a lovely couple. As to whether they would match as a married couple, we should leave that decision to the respective parties. Don’t you agree, Aunt?”

      Sarah bit the inside of her cheeks to keep from cheering at Anita’s kindly veiled warning.

      “Ah, are my hopes of a match showing?” Her ladyship tittered.

      Sarah inwardly laughed harder at the false modesty this society peahen was crowing about.

      “Just a little,” Anita said, smiling.

      It was time for Sarah to untangle herself from this charged topic. “Well, I think they make a lovely couple. If you would excuse me.” She curtsied to the older woman and headed off in the direction she had spotted Richard earlier. She exhaled a sigh of relief when she spotted him leaning on the card room door.

      “We should leave.” She turned and stared at the dancers. Lady Patricia caught her eye, and Sarah couldn’t miss the smug smile her rival threw over his lordship’s shoulder. She turned back to Richard.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “They think I’m after him.”

      “Who?”

      Sarah inwardly cursed. “Lord Earnston. His mother and Lady Patricia both think I want to marry him. Stuff this need to be careful for a week or two. Make sure when I’m riding with the earl tomorrow morning that you get into his home and investigate. The sooner we go home, the better.”

      Richard nodded. “And if I’m caught?”

      “You won’t be.” The music ended, and the dancers dispersed about the room. Lord Earnston bade a quick goodbye to Lady Patricia and departed her company.

      An inner voice lauded his action, but Sarah quickly silenced it. She was not permitted to dabble with him. He was a means to an end, and that was all.

      She would have to be more cunning if she wanted him to divulge the whereabouts of the mapping device. Cunning and creative—two words not normally associated with Sarah Baxter.
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      Eric leaned against a window frame and watched his mother storm across the room toward him. He stifled his annoyance. “Mother, what brings you to my side?”

      “Do not play coy with me, Eric. You know very well why I wished to speak to you.”

      “Enlighten me,” he said in a boorish tone meant to aggravate his maddening parent.

      “What are you playing at with that chit Miss Baxter?” Eric glared at his parent. “You are overstepping your bounds, my lady.”

      “You are my son, and I may say and ask whatever I wish. Now, explain yourself.”

      “There is nothing to explain that warrants your attention.” Eric took a sip of his whisky. “And you are forgetting the fact I am not betrothed to another.”

      “But you will be.” His mother huffed. “How can you do this to Patricia? Why, just the other day, her mama spoke of the expected agreement between you two.”

      Eric couldn’t have put it better. “Agreement” would be the sum total of the feelings he and Patricia would share if they ever married. She was a beautiful, young woman, and in desperate need of a coronet. Eric wasn’t fool enough not to know what she sought in a marriage. It was a pity William never saw through her false motives.

      “No one will tell me whom I marry, including you.” He met his mother’s heated gaze with one of his own. How she could even imagine him marrying the woman his brother loved was beyond him. He stemmed the urge to grind his teeth.

      “Furthermore, what is this nonsense about riding in the park tomorrow? People will talk.”

      “Let them.” He shrugged. “A ride in the park does not ruin a reputation.” And there was no way he would miss riding with Miss Baxter.

      “I will not have it. I warn you now, keep up this foolishness, and I’ll never forgive you.”

      Eric bowed. “It seems we are in agreement.” With a stab of regret, he sighed as his mother stormed away, the feathers atop her head flying around like a live bird. She was impossible, pigheaded, and downright vexing. He took a calming breath, and began searching the crowd for something to cheer him up, namely Miss Baxter. He spied her standing next to Lord Stanley.

      Studying her, he wondered why she seemed different from the other women of his acquaintance. Why she fascinated him so. She dressed the same as other women. Was from a family of wealth and yet, somewhere along her path to adulthood, she’d blossomed into a woman of independent thought and ideals.

      She was a woman who didn’t follow society’s rules, having said herself she wasn’t seeking a husband. Which was agreeable with Eric as he wasn’t looking for a wife. Yet, underneath the nerves he was sure he brought forth in her was a lady with a lot more plans and opinions, if only she’d open up to him. Miss Baxter was a delightful enigma, and she had him enthralled.

      He glanced at her brother beside her. Again, the siblings’ physical differences struck him. He frowned, but the puzzle wasn’t nearly as intriguing as the anticipation of his riding appointment in the morning. It could not come soon enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      “Would you mind, Anita, if I walked outside for a moment? I’m feeling a little warm.”

      “Would you like me to join you?”

      “No,” Sarah said. “I need but a moment.” She exited the room and welcomed the balmy night breeze. Walking to the edge of the terrace, she noted the lit lanterns throughout the garden.

      The houses in present day London no longer had such generous, beautiful landscapes. Land was a rare commodity and soon sold off to make way for more flats in the city. Sarah took a deep breath and the scent of sandalwood wafted across her senses.

      “It’s lovely to see you again, Miss Baxter.”

      She’d know that voice anywhere. Lord Earnston stood behind her—a dark, overbearing shadow that skittered delicious vibrations down her spine.

      “Thank you.” He stepped beside her, and the action afforded her a glimpse of his profile.

      “How did you fare after our ride this morning? Not too sore I hope,” he asked.

      Sarah smiled. “No. I am very well, thank you, my lord.” She took a calming breath. After spending a fantastic morning with him, it was odd for her to be so nervous. Lord Earnston had opened up a little more about himself—his preference for country living over the capital, what plays at the theatre he enjoyed, and his political views. With every moment she spent in his company, Sarah liked him a little more.

      She studied him as he stood next to her, his formal attire offered a different appeal tonight to the one he wore this morning. Not that he wasn’t as devastating in buckskin breeches as he was in knee-high satin breeches. Both pants showed off his delectable backside very well.

      Sarah leaned against the balustrade. What was it that made his lordship different from the many boyfriends she’d had in the past? Underneath the nineteenth century attire, he was just a guy like any other. Yes, he was wealthy and titled, but still a man. And yet, when she had his attention, she commanded it wholly, and he made her feel like she was the only woman in the world.

      He turned, and she drank in his good looks. His chiseled cheeks and straight nose, lips that spoke with passion and thought. She wanted to kiss him and see what he tasted like. She cleared her throat. “Beautiful garden, my lord. Are all London establishments so lucky to have an oasis in their backyard?”

      “Some, Miss Baxter.” He smiled. “Would you care for a stroll?”

      Sarah shook her head, confusion clouding her mind. The strong perfume of flowers surrounding the terrace tangled with his powerful presence. The heady mixture was further weighted by the unnerving fact they were alone. Very alone. “I should not?”

      His lordship growled and pulled her along the terrace. “It is just a walk. I will not harm you.”

      “Very well,” she agreed.

      They ambled down the steps and walked along the gravel path and into the grounds as far as the lanterns’ glow stretched. She stopped when the light gave way to shadow and sat at a stone bench just off the path. His lordship followed her and sighed as he came to sit beside her.

      “I enjoyed our ride this morning, Miss Baxter. We should ride out together again.”

      Sarah crushed the image the word “ride” brought forth. She needed to get her mind out of the gutter. “I would like that, but I do not wish to cause trouble for you.”

      He ran a hand over his jaw.“I’m guessing you’re referring to my mother. No matter what her opinions and wishes are, my life is my own, and I’ll live it as I see fit.”

      “I do not doubt it. But I also believe your mother dislikes me.” She turned toward him and again the seductive scent of sandalwood teased her senses. “I think she’s warning me off.”

      He met her gaze, and her knees wobbled. Everything about him was alluring and charming, and under a moonlit night it was hard to control the temptation to lean forward and taste those firm lips.

      “The question we should be asking is whether you’ll be scared off?”

      “I’m still sitting here, am I not?”

      His eyes widened, and time seemed to still about them. The sound of the festivities dimmed as all she could hear was her own heart drumming. His lordship leaned in, gently brushed his lips against hers, and she was lost. It was wrong— so very, very wrong—and yet she couldn’t form the words to halt where the slight contact was heading.

      He seized her waist and pulled her against him. Sarah lifted her gaze to his eyes, sparkling in the moonlight and promising nights of pleasure should she allow it.

      “Are you sure you wish to do this, Miss Baxter?” His breathing was ragged.

      “Call me Sarah.” Her hands slid about his nape and pulled him down for a kiss. All thoughts of acting the debutante vanished when her lips touched his. Fire coursed through her veins as she gave into the kiss with abandon. His tongue danced with hers, sending her spiraling into a void of desire.

      He growled, and Sarah shuffled closer. Needed to feel him, to touch the compelling man who was kissing her senseless.

      No man had ever evoked such emotions from her before. Men normally ran a mile as soon as they found out what she did for a living. A boring archeologist wasn’t going to turn into a siren in bed. And the men who thought her job wonderful were usually so boring it was an effort to stay awake throughout dinner. Then there were the gold diggers after her family’s money. Though Lord Earnston didn’t know what she did for a living, he did find her interesting enough to want to see her again, which was more than she’d experienced before.

      His coat grazed her nipples, sending a dizzying sensation straight to her core. His hands ran down the back of her gown, and his kiss changed. Gone was the possessive heat consuming her, and in its place was warm seduction, an even more dangerous embrace. With every touch he bestowed, Sarah’s skin burned, and she gave herself over to him, not caring about anything other than Lord Earnston and every delicious sensation he evoked in her.

      He broke the kiss and pulled back, his heated gaze full of unvoiced questions and desires.

      “Do you intend to stop, my lord?” She stroked his soft hair, allowed her hands to graze his jaw and touch him exactly as she’d fantasized a few moments before. Well, not exactly. Still, he kept her held hard against him, his arms in no way lessening their clasp.

      “No.”

      Sarah smiled and bit her lip at his deep, uneven response. A myriad of emotions crossed his face, and he looked like a man who’d experienced a profound life-changing incident, one she could easily identify with.

      If his kiss could so unsettle her, she hated to think what sleeping with him would do…

      She shivered.

      “You’re cold.” He stood and pulled off his jacket.

      Sarah allowed him to place the superfine garment over her shoulders. She pulled it closed with one hand and frowned at the heavy weight bumping her thigh. Curious, she reached into his coat pocket, and wrapped her hand around the object to pull it out. Her heart raced, and she blinked as she pulled out the entire reason for her presence in the nineteenth century.

      She could have won an award for her portrayal of a calm, merely curious lady with her ticket home nestling in her palm.

      Eric took the device and idly fiddled with it. “Strange, is it not?”

      The object’s silver casing caught the moonlight, and Sarah fought not to snatch it from his fingers and run. So, his lordship carried it with him. No wonder they couldn’t find the damn thing.

      “You don’t know what it is?” she asked, gesturing toward the mapping device.

      “No idea.” He slid a finger over the smooth metal, and shook his head. “But I believe William’s murderers do, and they want it back.”

      “May I take a closer look at it?” His lordship handed it over without qualm, and Sarah frowned, torn over her next move. Could she run fast enough to get away without him catching her? She noted the distance between her and the house. No. She’d never make it, and should he catch her, he’d know she was to blame for his family’s tragedy.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.” The lie lodged in her throat, and she hoped he wouldn’t suspect her eagerness.

      “It is one of my most cherished possessions.” Lord Earnston took it back, and Sarah felt panic rise. She had to get the object in her possession for just a few hours, long enough to escape. Could she cajole his lordship into giving it to her as a gift? Yet she was reluctant to use their kiss to manipulate him. Such a low, callous act was unthinkable.

      “Do you always carry it around with you?” she asked, unwilling to drop their conversation about the mapping device so soon.

      “I do,” he said. “When the murderers find the device, they’ll find me and my waiting retribution.”

      She nodded, guilt clawing at her skin. “I hope you’re able to move forward with your life one day. You deserve to be happy.” She kissed him quickly. Pulling his jacket from her shoulders, she handed it back. “I think we should return before we’re missed.”

      Lord Earnston slipped on his jacket and returned the mapping device to his pocket. “Yes, you’re right.” He took her hand and walked her back toward the terrace and the ball.

      Let the games begin…
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      The next morning, Eric sat in his library, mind in a quandary, body taut and unfulfilled. He gazed at the clock and debated if it was too early for a drink. He was thankful for the interruption when the door opened and his butler, James, walked in.

      “My lord, Lord Mettleston to see you.”

      Thank God. He could use a diversion, not to mention a friend’s opinion.

      He poured two whiskies and returned to his desk as his friend strutted into the room.

      “Earnston, there’s talk of you all over town. And it’s not past morn,” Mettleston said without a word of hello.

      Eric choked on his drink. “What about?”

      Mettleston settled himself before the desk, a self-satisfied smirk on his lips. “How you were seen following Miss Baxter into the garden.” He chuckled. “Care to enlighten me on the salacious details?”

      Eric pinched the bridge of his nose. “If this blasted device,” he said, throwing the strange peculiar onto his desk, “had not distracted us, I would have pushed to see just how far Miss Baxter’s affections for me went.”

      Mettleston sat stunned, for once without a response.

      “I kissed her,” Eric said, “and I find myself wanting to do it again.” He smiled at the memory. Had he kissed any of the other debutantes, they would have fluttered and fussed in their excitement. Not Sarah. She possessed a maturity he’d not seen before, not in women of her age in any case. He’d kissed her senseless, by God. She’d kissed him senseless, too, without dissembling into fits of the vapors or running to her brother demanding marriage.

      Eric leaned forward on his desk. “Well, say something. It isn’t like you to have no opinion.”

      Mettleston met his gaze. “What possessed you, man? She’s unmarried and a debutante. Her brother will have your leg shackled to her before you know it if you keep up such antics.” He took a sip of his drink. “Or he could take offense, and you may find yourself on a field of honor, staring down the barrel of a gun. And he’d have every right to shoot your scandalous arse, too. Unless, of course, you wish to marry her?”

      “It was only a kiss. I didn’t deflower her, Mettleston. And there were other couples walking the terrace and gardens. Just not where we were.” Eric sighed and slouched back into his chair. “I don’t know what’s possessed me. Whenever I’m around the chit I can’t control the need to touch her. Be near her. Listen to her.” He paused.

      Mettleston chuckled.

      “What?”

      “What indeed,” the other man said. “So, the high-in-the- instep Earl of Earnston has fallen for a woman. I must admit, I had not thought I’d ever see the day. Congratulations; when will you ask for her hand?”

      “Damnation! I have not fallen for her, and I’m not marrying anyone, let alone Miss Baxter. And you’d be wise not to start any such rumors. Last night was a slip of etiquette, that is all. I like her, and I believe the feeling is mutual. I like many women—it does not mean I’ll marry any of them. And in any case, I never intend to marry, as you well know.”

      “I’m sure Lady Earnston would be happy to hear such words voiced aloud. And yet, you seem to be a little conflicted with your feelings toward this woman.”

      Eric couldn’t meet the scrutiny of his friend’s laughing gaze. Besides, his mind was too busy recalling Sarah and her slim, delectable form against his.

      “Earnston, I am not going to ask what you are thinking. God knows I don’t want to know. But you had better be careful. Talk is rife of your infatuation with the girl. If you do not intend marriage, you had better cool your ardor. Go see Mae. She’ll set you to rights. And with any luck, put Miss Baxter out of your mind.”

      Eric gulped the last of the amber liquid and welcomed the burn down his throat. He doubted anyone other than Sarah would douse his desire for her. And now that he’d sampled her, he was not sure he had the strength to deny himself her affections. He wasn’t ready for marriage, but perhaps if he worded his proposition correctly, Miss Baxter might be open to other delightful interludes…

      “I’m off.” Mettleston stood. “I’ll leave you to ponder your thoughts. But take heed, Earnston—I’d prefer not to stand as your second. Although, of course, I would.”

      Eric smiled and came around the desk to escort Mettleston out. “Do not worry, I’ll take heed. I promise neither you nor I will finish this Season with a bullet wound.”

      “I’ll hold you to that promise.”
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      “Lord Earnston has the mapping device, and you’re going to seduce him to get it back.” Richard sat back in his chair, his breakfast forgotten before him, and stared at her with dismay.

      “Yes. Exactly. I had it in my hand last night before he reclaimed it.” Sarah bit into her toast and took a sip of tea as she outlined her plan, cooked up in the wee hours of the morning. Guilt be damned. It was time to go home without asking Richard to risk a bullet in his head trying to steal the device.

      “You do realize you plan to prostitute yourself to gain this item. Does that not concern you?” He stood, pushed back his chair, and moved around the table to sit beside her. “I’m sure your father never wished you to do that.”

      Richard was right—her father would never condone such actions. But what choice did they have? The only time Lord Earnston would be without the device was when he slept.

      And she couldn’t see Richard climbing up his lordship’s wall and stealing into his room late at night. “Father need never know what I do. And”—she shrugged—“Lord Earnston isn’t ugly…”

      Richard scoffed and threw her a dubious look.

      “Well, okay, he looks like Henry Cavill, but in period. I’m sure my task at seducing him will not tax me too much.”

      “Only a few days ago, you were worried about hurting his lordship? And now you plan on sleeping with him. Do I need to remind you that such an action will cause a gentleman of this era to think you either a light skirt or after marriage?”

      “I know what I said, and I haven’t changed how I feel about my unforgiving past with him. But after last night and having the device in my hands, I know we cannot continue in this way. If I manage to get the device quickly, the less my leaving will hurt his lordship in the future.” That is if his lordship cared about her at all. Their kiss said he did. Quite a lot, but perhaps it was only lust. Either way, she didn’t need to stay any longer than they had to. Lord Earnston was such a gentleman, caring and thoughtful, that she could easily fall for him. And she wouldn’t do that. He was not for her.

      She pushed back her chair and stood. “I must get ready. I received a note from Anita this morning saying she had something she must discuss.”

      Richard took a piece of her toast and ate it. “What do you think it’s about?”

      “I have no idea, but I guess I’ll find out soon enough.” Sarah walked from the room, surprised her disclosure

      had gone so well. She had thought Richard would pitch a fit at plans to seduce the earl, especially as they’d only agreed to a little flirtation. The thought of doing just that assailed her mind, and she quivered. Inappropriate as it was, Sarah couldn’t wait to start. It was time to turn this assignment into

      an adventure.
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      Anita arrived flush with excitement during her afternoon calls, and Sarah ushered her into the upstairs parlor, eager to hear what had put the ear-to-ear grin on her friend’s face.

      “You do realize you’re the talk of the ton?”

      Sarah dropped her cup into the saucer with a clatter. “Why?”

      “People believe my cousin has formed a tendre for you. Of course, I am one of those people.”

      Sarah couldn’t miss the self-satisfied smile on her friend’s lips. “At a ball, people do take heed of what others around them are up to. But you did nothing wrong,” Anita hastened to add. “Ladies are allowed to take the air.”

      She had taken a lot more than that. She took a sip of tea, hoping its warmth would account for her heated cheeks. Anita considered her for a moment as the silence stretched out.

      “Perhaps it isn’t only Lord Earnston who’s formed a tendre?” she said finally.

      A flutter raced through Sarah, as she relived the pleasant memory of Eric’s lips devouring hers. She paused, mid sip, thinking of the glide of his hands across her skin, strong and intoxicating. Her cheeks burned.

      “It’s marvelous.” Anita clapped her hands in excitement. “I couldn’t have asked better for him. You’ll do him a world of good.” She wiped her lips with a napkin and met Sarah’s gaze. “You know I had it from Eric himself today that he’ll attend Lady Oliver’s ball tonight.”

      Well, it shouldn’t take long to put her new plan in action. “You’re not backward in coming forward are you, Anita?”

      Anita laughed. “I suppose I’m not, and what a wonderful saying. I’ve never heard it before. Is it from the Continent?” Rather than make up yet another cover story for yet another slip, Sarah rang the servant bell. “You could say that.”

      Still, she spent more time fiddling with the hem of her skirt as Anita chatted on about daily events in the life of the ton, awkwardly hinting for Sarah to ask her something. Try though she might, Sarah had trouble staying with the conversation and away from her thoughts of his lordship. In this society, it was paramount she keep her thoughts and feelings hidden behind a cloak of good breeding, no matter how false. Well, at least when she was in public. Behind closed doors, the earl was fair game.

      Every time she closed her eyes, images of being locked with him in a far from decent embrace bombarded her. And they were utterly addictive. But she would have to ensure they were never caught lest she cause a scandal that ended with her married to a man born nearly two-hundred years before she was.

      The footman entered and cleared away the tea, and Anita wiggled about on the settee, unable to sit still. “Well, if you aren’t going ask, then I’ll have to divulge it myself,” Anita said, smiling. “This morning, Lord Kentum asked for my hand in marriage, and I’ve accepted him. We are betrothed!”

      Sarah leaned across and hugged her friend. “I’m so happy for you. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” Anita said, grinning from ear to ear. “I’m very happy.”

      “And so you should be. Lord Kentum is a keeper.”

      Anita frowned. “A keeper? What does that mean?”

      Crap.

      “It means, my dear, that he’s smitten with you as much as you are with him, and you must keep him. Hence, he’s a keeper.”

      Anita laughed. “I do love these foreign sayings. You must teach me more when we have time. But I haven’t told you the best bit of my news.”

      “There’s more?”

      “Eric has offered his estate for a house party in celebration of my forthcoming nuptials. We’re to leave London within the week and relax for a time down in Kent. You’ll love that part of the county. Lord Stanley, of course, will be invited, also. Please say you’ll attend. It wouldn’t be the same without you.” Anita paused. “I know we haven’t known each other very long, but I do see you as one of my closest friends and would be honored by your company.”

      Sarah’s heart stopped.Lord Earnston’s home. Westerham. Kent. Could she travel back to his estate, live under his roof as a guest, all the while knowing she was the reason for the family’s grief? And what if a local resident recognized her from the night she walked into the inn, sporting a gunshot wound? Her upper arm ached, and she rubbed the healed scar through the velvet of her riding ensemble.

      “Richard and I would be the honored ones.” She swallowed the dread rising in her throat. Seduction was one thing. A house party was a disaster.
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      Sarah descended the steps of the carriage and gazed up at the imposing mansion before her. Magnificent. Large Roman pillars ran the full length of the home’s facade. Lights blazed from the multitude of windows and made the house sparkle on this dark, fun-filled eve. It was a vision she didn’t want to forget.

      The front doors bustled with guests lining up to enter. Was Lord Earnston gracing the gilt-edged walls within? A short few hours had passed since she’d last seen him, and yet it felt like an eternity. Her emotions warred between right and wrong, anticipation and trepidation over her plans with the charismatic earl. Could she pull this seduction off and still be seen as a lady in his eyes? Or merely as someone trying awfully hard to get him in the sack?

      Richard took her arm, and they proceeded through the reception line before entering a room that would outdo the Royal Ballroom at Richmond Palace.

      Mirrors and the golden and silver silk wallpaper bounced light and color throughout the grand space.

      “This is a sight you don’t often see,” Richard said, meeting her gaze.

      “You can say that again. It’s spectacular.”

      Anita waved from the throng and headed over to them. Sarah curtsied, and Richard bade them goodbye before heading to the card room.

      “I’m so glad you’ve arrived. Come, Lord Kentum is near the terrace doors.” She wasn’t even subtle about steering them toward him. Although, Sarah had to concede, his lordship did appear very dashing in his eveningwear. She curtsied when they joined the marquis’s set and swiftly fell into easy conversation with his friends.

      A footman offered her a glass of sickly sweet Ratafia. She declined and instead grabbed a glass of champagne. She took a sip, her attention on the guests before she spotted Lord Earnston some distance away. Who could miss such a man? He effortlessly out-classed every other gentleman there, rendering them all nondescript. Her gaze took in his appearance, and her breathing hitched.

      His coat fitted him like a second skin, showing his toned arms and broad shoulders to perfection. Was he so unaware of the stunning sight he made? His nonchalant stance only accentuated his latent sexual prowess. A prowess Sarah had had the delight of experiencing. Her body thrummed at the memory, and she opened the fan hanging from her wrist and cooled her cheeks. Fashion accessories from the nineteenth century did come in handy.

      She tore her gaze from him, lest he catch her ogling him like the sex-starved woman she was instead of the innocent virgin she showed to the ton. Determined, she kept her focus on the dancers and the guests circulating the room.

      She frowned as she began to notice the many ladies present casting seductive, veiled glances toward the Earl. Taking a sip of her drink, she peeked over her fan to see his reaction. He was ignorant of such ogling. His lordship had not the foggiest idea what effect his presence in a ballroom had on the opposite sex.

      She knew precisely what effect he had on her. It was like having an electric charge fire her blood. That was a constant since her first glance of him. Now, her soul begged to fall victim to his silent charms.

      His lordship grabbed a second glass of brandy from a waiting footman and drank it down in one swallow. A trickle of unease pricked her senses. Was he drunk? She watched with growing concern as he commandeered yet another brandy and downed it as well.

      Why did he want to be intoxicated? An appalling thought crossed her mind. Was he so embarrassed and regretful over their actions, he was afraid to face her without fortification? How embarrassing—and not at all helpful when she planned to seduce him.

      Perhaps he was to expose what they had done? He certainly appeared tense, his face aloof and not at all welcoming.

      She choked on her drink as his gaze met hers like a physical blow. His dark, sinful gaze roamed her form, and a satisfied smile lifted the corners of his mouth. Goose bumps rose over her flesh, part thrilled and part nervous, and Sarah tried to get her emotions under tight control. She smiled when the blasted man had the audacity to wink at her before taking another glass of the intoxicating liquid he had a penchant for tonight.

      The master of ceremonies announced the first dance and, much to Sarah’s amusement, a dashing figure bowed before her.

      “Kentum, please do the honor of introducing me to your delightful company.” Lord Dean grinned, and Sarah found herself laughing at his light-hearted flirting.

      His shirt collar was far from starched. His clothing, although clean, was in need of a good iron. Dandy extraordinaire, he definitely was not. His hair was unkempt, sun bleached, and scraggly. It was easier to imagine him surfing Bells Beach in Australia than dancing away the night in nineteenth century England.

      “May I have the next dance, Miss Baxter?”

      Sarah nodded. “Of course.” He walked her out onto the dance floor and pulled her into his arms for a waltz.

      “I do believe I am the object of every gentleman’s jealousy in this room at present, Miss Baxter.”

      Sarah remained amused at his open manner and saucy words. The smile faded fast, however, as it dawned on her what he was truly after. “You tease, my lord. If anything, they are jealous I’m dancing with a future duke,” she said, attempting to draw some boundaries.

      His eyes smoldered. Sarah swallowed her annoyance that he wore the same expression Lord Earnston had in the garden, as if she was a delicious morsel to be devoured.

      “You do yourself disfavor, Miss Baxter.”

      He yanked her close for a turn. How many men were going to try to pick her up in nineteenth century England?

      And just what did one say to a randy partner that would not get her thrown out of this party, too? She played it safe and said nothing.

      “Can you not feel a certain earl’s eyes upon us, Miss Baxter? If the fellow could draw a sword, I’d be dead.” He laughed as his hold increased for the coming turn—or to annoy Lord Earnston, Sarah wasn’t sure.

      But she knew her game and refused to react to or acknowledge the truth of his words. She knew Lord Earnston was watching them. His stance against the wall might have appeared relaxed, but his face proclaimed something else entirely. And, for some ridiculous reason, she liked it.

      The dance ended, and Lord Dean glided her to a stop. He bowed over her hand. “Thank you for a wonderful waltz, Miss Baxter. I can only say how sorry I am that I did not meet you first.”

      “Thank you, my lord; it was most enjoyable. I hope we may have the chance to do it again someday.”

      Lord Dean’s eyes searched hers, once again setting off stalker alarm bells in the back of her mind. She raised her brows and refused her mouth’s urge to tell him to take a hike.

      “That, Miss Baxter, you can count on. Until the banns have been called, a gentleman must never give up hope.”
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      “Excuse me, Miss Baxter, the Duchess of Winters wishes to speak with you. May I escort you?”

      Sarah started at the blunt question from behind. She turned and curtsied to Lord Earnston, who loomed over her like a portent of doom.

      “Of course.” Sarah took his proffered arm. Why was he so annoyed? “Is something the matter with Her Grace?” She tried to locate Anita’s mother.

      He glowered, his body taut as a bow string, and continued walking silently through the masses. So, he was angry with her. Sufficiently so that he was about to give her a set down. She tightened her grip on his sleeve, reveling in the muscular perfection under his eveningwear and the argument that was about to ensue.

      He whipped her past potted palms hiding a doorway and into an abandoned passage. Wall sconces cast minimal light as his lordship continued to pull her along the Aubusson rug running its length. He paused and checked the passage before escorting her into a room to one side. Tapestries hung from the walls, and needlework in all its forms lay scattered on chaise lounges, chairs, and settees.

      “My lord, I do believe we’ve taken a wrong turn at some point, as it seems Her Grace is not present in this sewing room.” She couldn’t resist getting in the first volley. “Unless of course,” she continued, “Her Grace is foregoing the delights of the ball to sew, and is hidden somewhere under all this mess.” She bit back a laugh as his lordship’s scowl deepened.

      But her heart sped up as he snicked the bolt on the door into place. He lit a cheroot and leaned against the door, taking just one puff before he ambled to the hearth and threw it onto the empty grate. His dark hooded gaze resembled that of a predator about to attack. For the first time in her life, Sarah could relate to Little Red Riding Hood as she was about to be gobbled up by the Big Bad Wolf.

      She swallowed.

      “Did you have a pleasant waltz, Miss Baxter?”

      She lifted her chin. “Why, yes, I did as a matter of fact. Lord Dean is very…personable.” Lord Earnston stalked around the settee and stood before her. He stared down at her, and it took all her control not to smile at his jealousy.

      It was obvious he was trying to scare her, ride rough- shod over her, but little did he know she was never one to sit back and take anything anyone meted out. Best to lay the ground rules now and not later.

      “Are you toying with me, Miss Baxter?”

      He stepped closer still, and his breath caressed her lips. They were so close—only a slight lean away. Sarah swayed forward to brush her lips against his, and her insides rolled in a delicious slide. “No,” she whispered.

      He growled and yanked her hard against his chest. She grinned and ran her fingers through the hair at his nape. His breathing came in short, ragged gasps that matched hers.

      “Where did you come from?”

      Pain tore through her at the truthful answer she should give him. But she had to evade the question. “From the same place everyone does.” She paused, grinning. “Why, their mother of course.”

      “You’re a teasing little minx.” His lordship smiled. “Will you call me Eric when we’re in private?”

      Sarah nodded. “I’d like that.”

      “So would I,” he said and kissed her. Hard.

      Liquid heat poured through her, and she reveled in the demanding, impassioned embrace. Like their previous encounter, his kiss sent her spiraling into a vortex of delight. He pushed her gown from her shoulder and nipped at her bare skin. She leaned back and welcomed him to slide his tongue over her flesh. His hand cupped her breast, and she whimpered her need for this, for him.

      How was it possible to feel so much desire for a single person? And why with a man born two-hundred years before her? A saying her father quoted often floated through her mind. When lightning strikes, you should always follow your heart, not your head. He found her nipple through her gown, pinched the pebbled flesh, and she lost all train of thought.

      Grabbing his chin she pulled him up for a kiss. Oh, she wanted him. Wanted him to take her here in this cozy sewing room and damn the consequences. He lifted her and strode to a table beside the couch.

      He grappled behind her, and she heard the contents of the table scatter across the floor. His hand lifted her gown and cool air kissed her legs. He stepped between her thighs and the rigid length hidden by his trousers grazed her skin. Sarah gasped as he pushed against her undergarments, teasing her with his size and hardness.

      Eric pulled back and stared down at her, his eyes pools of fierceness and need.

      “Tell me to stop.”

      She ran her hand up the lapels of his coat and felt the outline of the mapping device in one of his coat pockets. She pushed his jacket off his shoulders and let it fall to the floor. “I can’t.”

      His hand slid up her leg and touched her. Sarah bit her lip as he rubbed and teased her heated flesh. Their gazes locked, and she whimpered when he took her lips, his tongue mimicking what she wanted him to do with another part of his anatomy. Especially where he touched her now…

      Laughter sounded close by and they froze. Eric growled and stepped back, his gaze on the door. Sarah slid from the table, hastily pulling at her neckline and righting her skirts, straightening them as best she could.

      Eric turned and silently regarded her. “I think they’ve gone, but I should return you to the ball before you’re missed.”

      Sarah walked over to a mirror hanging on the wall. Her skin was flushed, her lips red and swollen. She bit them and wondered how she could return looking like a woman thoroughly manhandled.

      She pinned a stray lock of hair back into place and fought her desire to have him anyway. “You go. I’d like to stay here a moment.”

      He came and stood behind her and kissed her neck. Goose bumps lifted on her skin. It would be so easy to lean into him, let him feel her response and desire to continue what they’d started.

      “Good night, Sarah.”

      He picked up his coat and left. She collapsed into the settees’ soft cushions. She fanned herself with her hands and hoped she’d soon cool down. Damn. His coat fell, but the device didn’t. She couldn’t even claim that as a balm for her frustration. That was her ticket out of Kent, so to speak. Talk about stuffing up royally! Yes, she was playing with fire, and she had the definite sense she would be the one who ended up getting burned.
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      Eric strode toward the side exit at the end of the hall. The cool night air pricked his skin, and he welcomed the temperature change. Never had he ever been so close to deflowering a virgin.

      “Christ,” he swore, running a hand through his hair as he rounded the front of the London home. He’d wanted to possess her, make her his in the most basic form. A tremor rocked him, and he called for his carriage. Hopefully, he could escape before someone found him in this state. Hard. Unfulfilled. Hungry, and not for a repast.

      His carriage pulled up. Calling for home, he stepped inside and threw himself onto the squabs in the dark, calming interior. The carriage weaved its way through the Mayfair streets, and he gazed absently at the houses, not seeing any of them—only the woman he’d left in a sewing room, tousled and kissed within an inch of her life.

      She was marvelous.

      He’d not thought to feel anything again after his brother died. And now that he did, it was a heady emotion and not one he wished to live without.

      He gripped the leather strap as the carriage rounded a corner. So what was his next move?

      Court her like the gentleman he was raised to be and run the risk of another man capturing her heart? Or seduce her and make her marry him as a guaranteed consequence? Both were tempting. The carriage rocked to a halt before his home. He stepped down and strode to the door, opening it himself and startling the footman still making his way toward the threshold. Eric passed him his hat and coat and headed for the library to pour himself a brandy.

      He would do both. Court Sarah and seduce her at the same time. She had ignited a fire in his soul, and he could no longer live without her.

      He shook his head. He was a doomed rake. A man in love.
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      Sarah spied the invitation sitting on her plate, recognizing Anita’s flowing script immediately. She read the short note and then met Richard’s expectant gaze.

      “Anita has invited us to her betrothal party at Lord Earnston’s estate in Westerham,” she said as she picked up her plate and strolled to the sideboard to choose her breakfast.

      “And are we going?”

      Sarah shrugged and tried to appear nonchalant. “What choice do we have? I’ve also accepted the invitation to a masquerade ball this week.”

      “I noticed you missing for a time at Lady Oliver’s ball.” Richard’s eyebrow rose. “Remarkably, Lord Earnston was also absent.”

      She managed to suppress her grin at this quandary. “I’m only doing my job,” she said.

      He scoffed. “Keep telling yourself that. You never know—you might actually start believing it.”

      They ate in silence for a time, lost in their own thoughts, Sarah’s on a certain rakish earl who stole her breath and her sanity with just a touch.

      Heat bloomed on her cheeks.

      Richard pushed his plate away. “What are you going to do when he asks you to marry him? Men of his station don’t dally with debutantes without marriage as their ultimate goal.”

      Sarah took a sip of tea. “Don’t be ridiculous. Marriage is the last thing Eric would be thinking about.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. You’re thinking with a modern woman’s mind, not as an early nineteenth century miss. Trust me, he’s thinking of rings and vows. Are you prepared for the consequences when he asks for your hand and receives a no as your reply?”

      His exasperated expression sobered her. “I feel a headache coming on.” She rubbed her temples. “But we can’t go back to Plan A or you stealing the device.”

      “No.” Richard shook his head. “You’ve started this game, and you’ll have to play it to the end. But just make sure you take the device at the first opportunity. Time is running out.” Yes it was, and the thought left her empty. Back in the present day, she didn’t even have a boyfriend. For that matter, she hadn’t slept with a guy in more than twelve months. And here she was in 1818 with a delicious lord chasing her skirts. What a difference two-hundred years could make to one’s dating life.

      “I’ll get the device as soon as I can without being obvious. I promise.”

      Richard sighed. “For your sake, I hope he intends to just dabble with you after all.”

      Sarah faked a grin to ease his concern. “I’m all for dabbling.” He laughed and left the table. Her smile faded as the breakfast room door closed. “Dabbling” didn’t sound at all appealing anymore.
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      She was chaperoned to the masquerade ball by the Duke and Duchess of Winters after Richard declined the invitation, citing he needed a night off from highly starched neck cloths and sickening perfume. The duke himself was chatty and jovial in the carriage, speculating over the entertainment to come.

      The carriage rolled to a halt before Sarah’s first glimpse of a London ducal address. Rich didn’t describe how wealthy Lord Dean’s family must be.

      Anita gazed out the window, not an ounce of awe to be seen, while they waited for her parents to alight.

      “I’ve never seen anything so grand.” Sarah stepped down and basked in the grandeur. The property even boasted its own front drive with sweeping steps leading to the front double doors.

      They greeted their hosts in the foyer and headed at a dignified pace toward the ballroom. There Anita bid her parents farewell and beckoned Sarah into the throng to join her set of friends. Sarah loved the carnival atmosphere, a very close comparison to Mardi Gras in New Orleans. Some dressed like her in a dark domino, others as characters of plays or Greek gods. Despite her dilemma, tonight promised to be fun.

      Lord Kentum was easy to find, since he had dressed as the God Eos to match his newly betrothed’s Tithonus. Sarah smiled at the striking pair they made, robed in matching saffron.

      Lord Dean’s ballroom shone with hundreds of lighted candles, some covered in colored shades, creating a modern party-light effect. The terrace tonight would serve as an extension to the ballroom to accommodate the crowd. White paper lanterns hung along the terrace pergola, and hundreds more were strategically placed in the trees beyond. The supper room, positioned off the main ballroom floor, was loaded with an array of foods to tempt any palate.

      Sarah studied the pyramids of crayfish, sandwiches, and asparagus and didn’t think they looked too bad. But seeing animal tongues and soup with weird floating things on top made her wish she could walk into a McDonalds and order a burger.

      The ladies eventually stopped near the terrace door, the cooler, tempting air kissing Sarah’s skin. Lord Dean spied them and strolled over, smiling.

      “How extravagant and beautiful you are tonight, Lady Anita. Miss Baxter. Had Lady Anita been wearing a mask, I would never have located you.” His lordship met her gaze, and Sarah noted the heat behind his words.

      “Sarah is more exotic than I,” Anita declared, clasping Lord Kentum’s arm.

      Sarah laughed. She did feel very different, dressed in her black and white Venetian inspired domino. Her ebony feathered mask concealed her face well, only allowing her lips to show. Her maid had piled her hair into a curled motif atop her head, then powdered the entire creation before adorning it with colorful ostrich feathers strategically placed throughout. The design hid her coloring to perfection, leaving her feeling seductive and foreign.

      But it was just her luck she couldn’t think of an out when Lord Dean offered to give her a personal, guided tour of the public areas set aside for the ball. She grew uneasy under his marked attentions. His constant flattery and excessive courtesy were becoming obvious, and drawing not a small amount of scrutiny from the gathered ton.

      If that weren’t uncomfortable enough, she soon spotted Lord Earnston also strolling the lawns, Lady Patricia hanging from his arm, her smile bright and her laughter braying as his lordship led her about the guests.

      Sarah’s gaze slid over him like a caress, taking in every little detail. He wore no mask; instead he had opted not to shave, and a dark shadow marred his jaw. His hair, too, was messier than normal—rather how it appeared after their first kiss. He had an air of mystery, danger, and so damn untouchable in his domino that physical pain tore through Sarah’s chest. Her cheeks grew warm as she wondered how much clothing Eric wore under his concealing cloak.

      Lady Patricia stretched up to whisper something in his ear, the two looking for all the world like an easy, married couple.

      Sarah dismissed her jealousy as redundant—she was here to do a job and one job only. It was best if Eric did form an understanding with Lady Patricia. He had to marry someone after she left. For all Anita’s voiced concern that the two were not suitable for one another, Sarah disagreed to an extent. They were social equals and had known each other all their lives. And Lady Patricia was from this time.

      Sarah was not.

      She tore her gaze away from the pair and turned her attention to Lord Dean. He passed her a glass of champagne, and she smiled her thanks before taking a large sip.

      “Do you like my home, Miss Baxter?” he asked as they joined the group huddled about Anita.

      Sarah nodded absently. “Very much, my lord.”

      “I’m so glad you approve.” He lifted her hand and kissed her glove. Sarah took another sip of her drink, not really sure what she should do in response. Wiping the back of her hand on her dress probably wouldn’t earn favor with the ton.

      Lord Kentum picked that moment to ask Lord Dean a question, and the rake turned his marked attention elsewhere. Sarah silently thanked Anita’s betrothed for the reprieve.

      Like a moth to a flame, Sarah sought out Eric once more. Well, who could resist a six-foot tall gentleman made of solid muscle hidden beneath a cloak like a delicious piece of sweet meat?

      “What do you say, Sarah? Would you like to join us?” That depended entirely on what Anita’s original question had been.

      Focus, Baxter.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Lord Kentum wishes to see the pond, and Lord Dean has agreed to accompany us. Would you like to join us?” Anita asked.

      “I’d rather stay here if that’s all right.” At least standing in place would cut down on her conversational mistakes tonight.

      Anita kissed her cheek and took Lord Kentum’s arm. They soon disappeared into the wooded gardens, and Sarah helped herself to another champagne flute to bide her time.

      She ambled through the gardens, gazing at the fragrant flowerbeds. Crossing beneath a large oak tree, she looked toward the home. Hidden from view, she watched the famous ton in all its glory, stamping the details into her brain to remember for the rest of her life.

      She tried to make out Eric among the crowd but couldn’t find him. Where was he? Or more importantly, what was he up to? She spied Lady Patricia talking to Lady Earnston, the displeasure on their faces obvious. Sarah frowned and wondered what they spoke about. “Nothing good I imagine.”

      “Did you say something?”

      Sarah gasped, startled by the husky voice behind her. Eric stepped into a spot of dappled moonlight, and she stared, speechless, at the virile, delectable man. His scent of sandalwood intoxicated her senses more than champagne. Her gaze traveled down his form and heat pooled in her belly.

      He smiled and leaned nonchalantly against the tree. She steeled herself to remain strong and not start drooling.

      “Good evening, my lord.”

      “We’re alone, Sarah. I thought we agreed to use our first names.”

      She nodded, peeking over her shoulder to ensure their privacy. “So we did.” Masquerade or not, she could not be caught alone with him in such a secluded location. “How long have you been standing here?”

      His teeth flashed in the dark, and a deep chuckle preceded the smile. “Long enough.” He took her hand, pulling her toward him in the dark. “You are beautiful tonight.”

      Sarah’s heart sped up at the sweet gesture. “Eric…”

      He cradled her face in his hands, and Sarah fought to breathe. His touch sent her reputation catapulting toward social ruin. “What, my dear?” He leaned down and kissed her.

      Sarah shut her eyes and reveled in the chaste embrace. What was he doing to her? His thumb sensuously caressed her earlobe, delivering a delicious tremble in its wake.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this.” Of course she should be doing this—it was better this way for everyone. Richard was less likely to be killed if she seduced the earl and took the device after a night of wild, passionate sex. But who was she kidding? Whatever she felt for Eric had long ago changed from a means to an end.

      Inwardly, she swore.

      “Tell me why we should not.” He untied her mask ribbon and let the facade drop.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” And that was one remark she did mean. She never again wanted to see the pain in his eyes the night his brother died.

      “You could not.” Eric brushed his lips against her neck, eliciting a sigh from her. “Kiss me,” he whispered against her ear.

      She turned, and their lips touched. Meshed. Held. The kiss ignited a whirlwind of flame. She matched his brazenness with every touch, every glide of tongue against her own. Want and need overtook all good sense, and she fought not to lose all control and let him take her up against the tree.

      It was madness, this overwhelming feeling of rightness between them. His hands slid to her waist and cupped her arse. She gasped as he pulled her into him, his desire for her hard against her belly. She clutched at him, trying to hold onto a semblance of decorum.

      But with every moment the kiss continued, self-control surrendered to need. He picked her up and walked deeper into the trees until she was, indeed, pressed up against an old oak. Dear God, she couldn’t make love to him here! In a garden and at a ball.

      Then Eric pushed his heat between her thighs, and Sarah couldn’t think of anything she wanted more. Social etiquette and her conscience be damned. To have him want her with such ardor was the most intoxicating elixir she’d ever known. And he was just as addictive.

      Air cooled her leg, and she realized his hand was high on her thigh, stoking her heated skin and coming painfully close to her core. She mumbled her acquiescence and kissed him hard. Eric moaned and ground against her. “You’re mine.”

      She met his heated gaze and tried to calm her pounding heartbeat. “Eric…”

      “Don’t say anything. I know what I want.” He paused. “I want you.”

      He kissed her again, and her heart melted to the unrelenting charm and reverence she felt in his embrace. She refused to acknowledge there was anything other than physical desire between them, that she shouldn’t feel anything for the earl. Regency England rakes didn’t fall for debutantes. His soft lips moved over hers in a dance of seduction, and she waltzed, unable to take heed of her own warning.

      He clutched her face and tipped her chin to deepen the kiss. His fingers speared through her hair and knocked feathers and pins from their set. She relished the delicious feeling in her soul only this man had ever stirred.

      “Marry me, Sarah.”

      Sarah gaped as the shock left her floundering, trying to form words.

      “I know we have not known each other long, and you may think I’m being too forward. But I know who I want as my wife. Please say you’ll marry me and become my countess.”

      Sarah wiggled out of his embrace and stepped aside. He couldn’t have asked what she thought he had. Stunned, she searched for something to say, anything. Still words failed her, her vocal cords seizing into knots. And in truth what could she say?

      I would love to, but I’m sorry, my lord, as I’m not from your time and will not be staying beyond the Season. And then, after I’ve stolen from you, I will leave you again without answers or closure.

      Tears blurred her vision. She was going to hell for sure. “Eric, I… You see…” Had she been born in this century, she would have already said yes.

      But she had not.

      The sound of voices floated up from the direction of the pond. Sarah threw a panicked look toward the shadowed figures emerging from the trees. Eric growled and stepped away. She quickly fixed her hair and pulled her domino hood over to cover what she’d missed. Her mask was nowhere to be found.

      Lady Anita walked beside Lord Kentum, her animated conversation cutting through the night. Lord Dean ambled behind, his gaze on the path ahead. Sarah called them over, hoping they wouldn’t pick up on the shakiness in her voice. She cast a glance at Eric who stood glaring at her friends. “There you are, Miss Baxter. I was wondering where you might have wandered to.”

      Eric tensed. “Not far, as you can see.”

      Sarah smiled to hide her unease. Lord Dean eyed Eric suspiciously.

      “May I escort you back, Miss Baxter? Supper is about to be served.”

      “I think not, Dean,” Eric said. The words dripped with bored nonchalance, which was meant as anything but. “Miss Baxter has already agreed to dine with me this evening. I’m sorry to be the bearer of such bad news…” There was challenge in his voice.

      Sarah was shocked to see Anita trying desperately to hide her amusement. She looked from one gentleman to the other. What did one do in situations like this?

      Eric placed her hand on his arm and pulled her away. Sarah took one step, then stopped when Lord Dean moved before them, halting their progress.

      A cold wave stole down her spine. The muscle in Lord Dean’s jaw flexed. Eric thrummed with suppressed rage, his arm beneath her hand taut as a bow string. The situation was getting out of hand.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, Earnston, but I do believe Miss Baxter is fully capable of answering for herself.” Dean’s voice had a resolute edge to its accommodating tone. “Maybe,” he continued, “Lady Patricia requires an escort to the supper room instead. She is, after all, who you accompanied to the ball.”

      Eric had accompanied Lady Patricia?

      Sarah glanced at Anita, whose face was rapidly changing to worry as the two bulls refused to give an inch. Lord Kentum, for that matter, stood poised ready to break the gentlemen up should he need to.

      Sarah pulled her hand from Eric’s arm and stepped away. “I do believe I agreed to have supper with Lady Anita and Lord Kentum, my lords. But you are both most welcome to join us.” Lord Kentum smiled and held out his spare arm for her to take. Sarah grabbed it like a lifeline and sighed her relief. “Lord Earnston, Lady Patricia is also most welcome to join us. It will make the supper party all the merrier.”
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      In the small hours of the morning, Sarah stood with the Winters in the foyer, waiting for the ducal carriage to come around. Footsteps sounded from behind, and she turned as Eric strode toward them. Her heart missed a beat when he smiled.

      “I’m pleased I caught you before you left, Miss Baxter. I’ve just learned you’ll be one of my guests at Kent in a fortnight.”

      Sarah nodded. “Yes, I’m looking forward to it. I understand your ancestral home is very beautiful.”

      “Yes, I certainly think so. I am looking forward to having you there.” His fingers entwined with hers hidden beneath her domino.

      When his family became distracted, bidding Lord Kentum goodbye, he leaned toward her ear, his breath a light tickling against her skin. “Sarah,” he said, causing her to quiver, her body yearning for him. “I will not pressure you, but please, think about my proposal. If your concern stems from the fact we have not known each other long, let me use your time at my estate to become better acquainted, and, maybe by the end of the Season, you may give me your reply.”

      The sweet expression on his handsome face nearly broke her heart, knowing as she did that she would break his within a matter of weeks. How did you tell a man of this era you would sleep with him, but marriage was certainly not a possibility? She was being cruel, leading him on. Who was she kidding? She felt the connection between them, too. It was like riding an out-of-control freight train that would eventually crash.

      And Eric would hate her if he ever found out why she was really here and what she’d done. She cleared her throat, unable to form the lie.

      “Allow me to try and win your hand?” Eric asked, his eyes full of hope.

      Sarah swallowed the lump in her throat. “You may try, Eric.” But you will fail.
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      Eric watched as the carriage disappeared down the graveled drive, and already he missed the woman cosseted inside. He laughed at this new inability to live without a woman.

      “Have you asked her yet?”

      Eric caught Kentum’s eye before looking back to the disappearing coach. “Yes.”

      “And…what did she say?” Lord Kentum came to stand beside him.

      A smile quirked his lips. “She said she would think over it. But, give me time, and I’ll win her yet.”

      “You would want to, and soon. Dean’s sniffing around her skirts should make anyone seize the moment.”

      Eric’s eyes narrowed as he remembered Sarah not hours before, drinking and laughing with Anita, Kentum, and that damn Dean.

      A few weeks into the season, and he’d fallen for the most beautiful, mature debutante he’d ever met. The thought of the weeks to come on his estate filled his mind. His body roared with the knowledge that he could maneuver her alone and have time with her. “Miss Baxter will be the next Countess of Earnston, Kentum. Do not doubt it.”

      “What about Lady Patricia?” Kentum asked.

      Eric clenched his jaw at a question he himself had been asking. What about Lady Patricia, indeed? Earlier tonight, the chit had actually had the audacity to corner him in an abandoned drawing room and tried to steal a kiss. He had never been so uncomfortable in his entire life. He ground his teeth and met Kentum’s gaze.

      “I’ll have to inform both Lady Patricia and our parents that I’ve made my choice and it’s not one to their liking.”

      Kentum nodded. “Miss Baxter is a beautiful woman inside and out. You have made a good choice, Earnston.”

      Eric nodded. “Now all I have to do is convince her of that fact.” He sighed.

      “Well then”—Kentum clapped him on the shoulder— “may I wish you both happy.”

      “Thank you. I believe we will be.” He watched Kentum enter the ballroom, turned, and ordered his carriage. He scraped his boot against the entrance stairs in the interim.

      No longer did nights at gambling dens or places like Mae’s at Soho Square hold his attention. For the first time in his life, he wished to spend his nights at home with only one woman sharing his bed.

      Sarah…

      What he had come to feel for her was an affection so deep and enthralling that time itself would never be able to dim it. He would love her forever.

      He was sure of it.
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      Two weeks later, Richard and Sarah arrived at Lord Earnston’s estate in Kent early in the morning after spending the previous night at an inn in Aperfield. Anita took her on a quick tour of the home’s ground floor, before a maid showed her to her room.

      Sarah stopped at the sight of Richard sitting on a chair before the unlit hearth when she opened the door. “What are you doing in here?”

      Richard raised his brows. “I asked which room you were given and came to wait for you. We need to talk.” He stood and faced her. “What are you doing, Sarah? When are you going to take the device? You cannot tell me you have not had the opportunity to fleece his lordship yet. God knows you’ve had enough chances; how many more will you need?”

      Sarah threw her pelisse onto the bed. “It isn’t as easy as that. He has to take off his clothes for me to get it, and for that to occur…” She paused. “Well, you know…”

      “You will have to sleep with him.” Richard threw his cheroot into the unlit hearth. “I thought you planned on doing that anyway. You like him, and he obviously likes you, so what’s the problem? It’s not like you’re a virgin.”

      Sarah shushed him and sat down on the opposite chair. “That’s not the point. I can’t just jump his bones; women of this era don’t work that way. He has to court me, woo me.” She sighed at Richard’s disgusted expression. “I know it sounds lame, but it’s actually quite nice to have a gentleman sweep you off your feet.”

      “And is that what his lordship is doing? Sweeping you off your feet? Because let me tell you, we’re leaving the instant we have the device, so don’t fall for this rogue. It will only make leaving that much harder.”

      She rubbed her temples, trying to dispel the oncoming headache. “He’s such a nice guy, Richard—you can’t help but like him.” She shook her head. “His brother was the same, I suspect. He did, after all, try and help me before we fell from the horses. And I had stolen from him.”

      Richard sat forward. “We know the device is here. Do you want me to secure it? I’m sure at some point he wouldn’t have it on him, and I can make my move.”

      “No, don’t do anything,” she whispered as two footmen brought in her luggage and left. “I’ll get it, I promise. Just give me the month, play along with the celebrations, and don’t raise any suspicions.”

      Richard glared. “One month, and then I’ll be taking over, and believe me, I’ll do anything to get the device back,” he said as he stormed toward the door.

      Sarah jumped when he slammed the door shut. A moment later, a young woman bustled into the room.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Baxter. I’m Louise, and I’ve been appointed as your ladies’ maid. Lord Earnston was informed you didn’t bring yours with you. Is that correct, Miss Baxter?”

      “That is correct. Please call me Sarah.”

      Louise’s eyes widened, and she curtsied. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Miss Baxter. Please let me know if there is anything I can do for you.”

      Sarah sighed at the sight of her luggage piled beside the door. “I suppose I should unpack. You could help me with that.”

      “No need for you to help, Miss Baxter. I’ll have it put away soon enough.”

      Leaving her to it, Sarah continued to explore the spacious apartment. The teak furniture was light and feminine. A four-poster bed stood against a wall opposite the fireplace, with sensuous-looking, jade-colored silk hanging over the intricately carved canopy. A matching duvet covered the bed. Transfixed, she drank in the room’s unexpected opulence and beauty.

      A lady’s writing desk sat in the corner near the windows, giving any who used it a magnificent, strategically placed view of the garden. Sarah ran her hand over the paper and noted the ink pot already set out. Absently, she picked up the quill and twisted it in her fingers. A half smile lifted her lips at the little details Lord Earnston attended to, to please his guests.

      The floors were polished cedar and a lovely, hand- woven rug, soft under foot, ran from the bed to the fire. A comfortable looking settee sat before the hearth, no doubt to curl up onto during a cold winter’s day.

      The different shades of green in the soft furnishings and window-dressings contrasted with the lighter colored furniture. These in turn highlighted to perfection the different textiles and materials throughout the room. The effect was quite breathtaking. From what she’d seen of the house so far, it oozed class, history, pride, and money. Lots of money.

      “This room is beautiful. Don’t you agree, Louise?” Sarah asked, sitting on her bed.

      “It used to be his lordship’s before he became the earl.” Louise hung a pelisse in the armoire.

      “Really?” Sarah shut her eyes as a twinge of ever-present guilt pricked her. It would have still been his lordship’s room had she not caused his brother’s death. Of course any trace of femininity would be missing should Eric still sleep here. She could imagine him quite comfortable in the space.

      Sarah jumped off the bed to gaze out the windows overlooking the garden and private courtyard below—a walled oasis hedged by strategically placed plants to create patterned beds.

      Further away, she could see manicured lawns and wild deer grazing on the meadow. It was a very pretty aspect, especially at this time of year when the flowers were still blooming. Different shades of roses and lavender grew in profusion, the warm day releasing the wonderful aroma to drift into her room.

      A knock sounded at the door, and Louise opened it. “A missive for Miss Baxter,” a footman said, handing the note to Louise.

      Sarah took the letter and opened it. “Louise, would you help me change? Lord Earnston has invited me to ride with him.”

      “Of course, Miss Baxter.”

      She quickly changed into her riding gear and left the room to head along the first floor passage.

      “Sarah.” She turned and smiled as Eric strode toward her. “I’m happy to see you. I hope your travels were not arduous.”

      “Not at all, my lord. I’m just heading for the stable for our ride.”

      “Ahh, yes, I look forward to it, but before we go, would you like a tour of some of the house?”

      She nodded. “I would love that. From what I’ve seen already, it’s very beautiful.” Eric took her arm, and a sense of awareness ran down her spine.

      “Well then, let us start with the portrait gallery.”

      She welcomed having him so close to her again. He walked them toward the south wing, which housed the Grand Gallery, and rattled off names of previous earls, their wives, their children and so forth, the multitude of names soon lost on Sarah.

      One painting in particular caught her eye, and she stopped. “Eric, wait, is this you in the portrait?”

      He sighed, and a flash of distaste crossed his features. He came to stand before the painting and glowered. “Yes, it’s the latest in the collection, painted three years ago by John Jackson.”

      Sarah fought not to boggle at the name of the artist. How amazing to be painted by such a famous historical artist and yet not know it.

      She took in the work. Eric had been painted leaning against an old oak, two wolfhounds lying at their ease near his feet. He seemed thoroughly bored and not the least amused. She smiled.

      Eric stilled beside her. “Why do I sense you’re laughing at me?” He inspected it again. “It is not as bad as I thought.”

      “No, on the contrary, I like it very much,” she said. “I just think Mr. Jackson has caught the aristocratic side of you more than your true self, that’s all.”

      “I didn’t know I had two sides. Very interesting notion, my dear. Would you care to explain your findings?”

      Did she? “Well…it’s just sometimes you can be so serious, and—forgive me if you take offense at this—cold toward people when in society. For instance,” she continued, “the first night we met, you kicked Richard and me out of your home. You didn’t even bother to find out why we were there or how we came to be. And in this image, you seem very stately and grand, and he’s caught that.”

      “I would not send you packing now, Miss Baxter.”

      Sarah laughed. “I wouldn’t let you.”

      Eric gave her a heart-stopping grin and took her arm before continuing with the tour. “You do realize, my dear, that you’re not supposed to speak in such a forward manner to a gentleman, do you not?”

      “I know,” she said, laughing.

      They moved on into the grand ballroom, which ran directly behind the gallery, consuming one-half of the first floor space. Sarah momentarily lost her breath.The room was glorious. Its size was scarcely comprehendible; gold gilding wrapped around candle sconces, mirrors, and chandeliers. The room was fit for royalty; she could only imagine how grand it would become in a couple of weeks for Anita’s engagement ball.

      Large Corinthian columns with carved alcoves housed statues in different poses and scenes. Two fireplaces stood proud and tall at opposite ends of the room. Made from gray granite, they were features in themselves.

      Sarah sighed, spellbound. “I have never seen anything so stunning. This room takes my breath away.” She stepped further into the area, turning full circle so as to not miss any of it.

      “My grandfather replicated the ballroom of Hepsley House in Somerset. Hepsley is owned by an old family friend, and my grandparents first met at a ball under Hepsley’s grand roof. My grandfather, loving my grandmother as he did, copied the design and layout to remember that night each and every time they used this room. Everything you see here, you would see at Hepsley. It’s quite odd when you’re standing in another ballroom many miles away knowing it could well be your own.”

      “Your grandparents were a love match.”

      “Their marriage was arranged, but love blossomed between them quite quickly, or so grandmother says at least. And I believe they were very happy together until he died.”

      “When did he pass?” Knowing she was bound to meet some of Eric’s extended family, the last thing she wanted was to offend anyone.

      “It would be coming up to twenty-five years now. I was only a young child when he died. He was traveling home from London; the clay soils around here can be quite dangerous in some areas. The carriage slipped and rolled and he was killed. Grandmother never really got over his death.”

      Sarah frowned as they walked back into the gallery and stopped before a painting of the former Lord Earnston and Eric, painted during their youth. Their eyes were the same, and her heart squeezed uncomfortably.

      “Don’t look so sad, darling. It was a long time ago, and grandmother is quite fine now, I assure you.”

      She looked up at him, knowing their days were also numbered. Stepping toward him, she leaned up and kissed him. Not for any other reason than she loved him, loved being with him, and would miss him terribly when she left.

      “I have to warn you, my dear—if you continue to kiss me in such a way, I will be forced to take drastic measures with you.”

      Sarah teasingly repeated the gesture. The kiss deepened to a slow, intoxicating embrace. She wrapped her arms about his neck and held on, never wanting to let him go. Never wanting to lose this wonderful gift she’d been given. She pulled back, a little dizzy. “What? Like that, my lord?”

      “By God, yes, just like that.” Eric pulled her at a clipped speed along the gallery. “Come with me.”

      She chuckled as they left the south wing, rushing past numerous rooms. The west-facing front held a magnificent view over the deer park beyond. The walls within housed pictures by some of the greatest artists the world had ever seen.

      With some trepidation, she realized Eric was a very wealthy and powerful man. What would he do if he ever found out she was common and worked as an archaeologist? She shuddered and pushed the thought aside.

      They turned down a main corridor, and she noticed the wing closed off half way along by two large wooden doors. Realizing where Eric was taking her, she pulled him to a stop.

      “Eric, I can’t go into your room; my reputation would be shot to pieces if anyone saw. What if someone catches us in there? I’ll be ruined.”

      He checked up and down the corridor. By the time she comprehended what he was about to do, he had picked her up and carried her over the threshold of his door.

      “Well, it looks like I won that argument,” she mumbled.

      Eric chuckled and kissed her nose. “Let me show you my chambers, and then I promise we’ll go for our ride. Will you if I promise not to molest you in any way, no matter how tempting it may be to do so?”

      She threw him a wary glance, not too sure whether to believe him or not. “Okay, but be quick. Being here is making me nervous.”

      He placed her on her feet, and Sarah shut her mouth with a snap. After seeing the other parts of the home, she had been sure nothing could outdo the grand rooms. She was wrong.

      His bed alone was an astounding masterpiece of art, sporting steps on all three sides leading up to the mattress. The headboard, made of dark mahogany, stretched from floor to ceiling. She stepped closer and noted the engraved hunting scene of horses and dogs. The posts were carved to resemble trees with vines climbing up and around their trunks. Silk hangings shrouded the bed and gave privacy when required.

      Sarah thought of all the children conceived in this bed. Eric, too, would create his babies there. She bit her lip and turned around on the soft Aubusson rug.

      Twin leather chairs, positioned before a marble fireplace, were probably the least extravagant items in the room. She walked around, trailing her fingers along the surfaces of the furniture. An ornate desk with lions’ heads at the base of smooth, turned legs stood proudly in one corner. The masculine piece overlooked a picturesque rose garden.

      A door on one side of the bed was ajar and, curious, Sarah walked over to peer into Eric’s dressing room. “There’s another door in there, Eric. Where does that go?”

      Watching her from the steps that led up to his bed, he said, “My future wife’s dressing room. Beyond that is her bedroom.” He paused and met her gaze. “Would you like to see it, Sarah?”

      Sarah shut the door, not missing the hidden meaning behind his words. She caught the grin and cocky tilt to his lips and frowned. “Do not think I don’t know what you’re up to, Eric. And to answer your question, no, I do not need to see that room.”

      He heaved a disappointed sigh. “Perhaps you would prefer joining me over here?”

      She walked straight past him and out the bedroom doors. She was not going to answer that question, either. Her anatomy was already screaming, Yes! Yes I will join you, thank you for asking.

      No, she would behave herself and head for safer waters, outside on the back of a horse instead of thinking of something else between her legs she’d prefer a lot more.
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      Within minutes, they were outside. The day was warm, the sky a turquoise blue, randomly spotted with fluffy white clouds. A faint breeze stirred the air around them.

      “The stables are this way.”

      Eric took her hand and walked toward the wooden and stone buildings. He left her in the courtyard, and she heard him talk to the stable hands before two horses were led from the stalls.

      She watched him saddle her mount and tighten the horse’s girth, his muscles flexing with the action. Her attention fixated on his arms before he bent over and gave her a perfect view of his backside in buckskin breeches.

      His top boots were soon dusty, and she hardly recognized the sophisticated gentleman she had met in London. Here at his country estate, he was more relaxed and carefree. More her type.

      He walked a horse toward her, and she smiled. “She’s beautiful,” she said, patting the chestnut mare’s nose before the horse nuzzled into her hand.

      Eric stroked the horse’s neck. “Tessa is a modest fifteen- point-two hands. She’s a steady and safe mount, I promise.” He pulled her toward him and cupped his hands together. “Here, let me help you up.”

      Sarah turned and mounted the horse, securing her leg around the horn, then fixing her skirts.

      Eric walked over to his own horse and mounted with ease. She envied him his breeches and wished she could have donned a pair to ride. At least if she fell off, breeches wouldn’t go over her head, revealing her undergarments and embarrassing her more.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She peeked over her shoulder and noted no one was following them. She frowned. “Eric, should we not have a groom with us for propriety’s sake?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      He stopped and waited for her to pull up alongside him, then ran a finger down her cheek and cupped her chin before leaning over and kissing her. “I want you all to myself.”

      Sarah ran her hand down his jaw. Oh, he was temptation incarnate. “You should not kiss me where everyone can see.”

      “I do not care.” He sat back and smiled. “I would like to show you Westerham before I take you on a picnic.”

      Panic lodged in her throat, but she only nodded. She couldn’t go back into the very town she’d run to on the night she’d killed his brother. “Perhaps we could leave seeing Westerham for another day?”

      He smiled and kicked his horse into a trot. “It will not take long.”

      They rode across fields and, after some time, small cottages popped up along the road leading into town. Sarah remembered Westerham well, as not a lot had changed since the morning she and Richard had fled to London. Dirt footpaths ran alongside the small businesses, and the few locals she could see hurried about with their chores.

      A large man with an apron stood before a food supply store specializing in horse grain with the bonus services of a smithy. Just ahead, Sarah could see the Watermill and Brewery. The town really was lovely even if it did harbor the people who could see her hung.

      Men on the streets waved as they passed, and Eric responded to each and every one with their given names.

      “I’m surprised you know them all so well. I doubt there are many earls who could say the same,” she said, smiling at a passerby. She adjusted her seat and refused to look in the direction of the inn as they passed. “Tell me, how is it the son of an earl is so friendly with the locals?”

      “My father was a good man and instilled qualities in me I abide by. One of those is to look after my tenant farmers, their families, and this township. We’re all reliant on one another. It would be foolish of me to mistreat or ignore them.”

      “Do you let the common people hunt on your land?” She prayed his answer was to her liking.

      “I do. I know a lot of land owners do not, but I’m not one of them.”

      She touched his arm, taken by an overwhelming urge to hug the generous man. “That is so very kind of you, Eric. You’re a true gentleman.”

      “Lord Earnston, a word if ye please.”

      They stopped, and Sarah felt the blood drain from her face. Oh, God, no.

      “Mr. Adams, how can I be of help?”

      The innkeeper waddled over as best he could considering his size, his steps faltering when he noticed her. The man frowned and narrowed his eyes.

      Sarah smiled and hoped by doing so she would dispel the suspicion that he had seen her before. The night she’d stumbled into his inn…

      “Ah, I wanted to talk to ye about old Joe Dee down the road. He’s ill and needs caring for, but his family is not around these parts. He’s too proud to ask for ye help, so I thought I’d take it on myself to ask.”

      Eric nodded. “Write down everything I need to know to organize his transportation to his family. My steward will take care of it.” He paused. “Is there something else I can help you with, Mr. Adams?”

      Sarah met the man’s gaze head on. To do anything else would be a catastrophic mistake.

      “Do I know ye, Miss?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t believe so, sir.”

      The innkeeper scratched his tousled hair. “I’m sure I’ve seen ye before.” He rubbed his chin. “Where have I seen ye before?”

      Eric frowned, and she shrugged. “I’m a guest at his lordship’s estate. Perhaps you saw us arrive early this morning.”

      Mr. Adams nodded then shook his head. “Nope, not that.” He smiled. “Doesn’t matter, it’ll come to me in time. I’m sure of it.”

      Nodding, she swallowed the bile threatening to choke her.

      Shit!

      If Mr. Adams did remember who she was, she and Richard would… She shook the thought away. She didn’t want to think about what Eric would do to them. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be good.

      “Well,” Eric said, pulling her away. “Good day to you, Mr. Adams, and don’t forget to send my steward the details of Joe’s family when you have them.”

      “Right ye are, my lord,” Mr. Adams said and left.

      Sarah took a calming breath and welcomed the old barman’s departure. They rode out of the town in silence before Eric turned off the main drive that led toward his estate.

      “Apologies for not being present when you arrived. The home farms needed my attention without delay. A storm passed through some days ago and some roofs were damaged. I thought I would be back in time.”

      She waved his concerns away. “Will it take much to repair the damage?”

      He placed the reins over his arm and took off his top hat before running a hand through his hair. Sarah’s mouth instantly went dry, and her hands itched to run her fingers through his long locks, to pull him down for a brazen kiss.

      “All but one cottage will require repairs, though none are too serious. I’ve assured the families it will be carried out forthwith.”

      She squeezed his hand. “You’re a kind and good man, Eric. I may not have known your father, but I’m sure he would be proud of you.”

      He pulled his horse to a stop. “Do you know what I think, Sarah?”

      “What?” she asked.

      “I think Kent suits you, and your temperament would be agreeable to this life and title as my wife.” He smiled and put his hat back on.

      She raised her brow. “That is to be decided,” she reminded him softly.

      He tried to hide the disappointment in his eyes, but not quickly enough to escape her notice.

      A short time later, he led her into a meadow, then turned onto a narrow path that ran through the woods. The path appeared well-used by animals and humans alike. “William and I used to play in these woods. There are some old ruins not far from here where we used to pretend to be knights.”

      Sarah came abreast of his horse. “You miss him.”

      He frowned. “I do. He was the best of men.”

      Not wanting to see the raw emotion on his face, she glanced away and blinked back tears. If only she could tell him she hadn’t meant to kill his brother. Let him know everything that transpired that night. Perhaps he could forgive her if she just told the truth.

      “I abhor them.”

      “Who?” Sarah asked.

      “The couple who broke into our home searching for this,” Eric said, pulling the device out of his pocket. “I swore on William’s grave I would make them pay for his death, and I will not rest until I do.”

      Sarah said nothing. What could she say? No, she couldn’t tell Lord Earnston the truth. He was still so angry, he’d likely shoot her dead on the spot and think about his actions after the fact. And yet, she couldn’t blame him. She, too, would have wanted revenge, had she found a family member the same way Eric had.

      Her stomach cramped, from fear or hunger she wasn’t sure. She cast him a quick glance and caught him staring at her.

      She shifted in her saddle, uncomfortable with the knowledge he was unknowingly courting the woman responsible for his sorrow. How could she, in all conscience, allow him to fall in love with her? She should just steal the damn mapping device and leave as Richard suggested. She was being cruel and for no reason, except her own selfish desires.

      “Is there a river nearby?” she asked to distract him and her guilt. “I think I hear water.”

      “It’s the Darent and it’s where we shall picnic today.” They walked a few hundred yards before he pulled his horse to a stop. Eric dismounted and came over to help her down. Sarah’s insides quivered as his hands fastened about her hips. She beat back the urge to lean down and kiss him, to beg his forgiveness for a tragedy entirely her fault.

      Taking in the view, she spied the picnic basket beside a large boulder and shaded by an overhead tree. “It seems the food fairies have already arrived.” She smiled, and Eric laughed, placing her hands on his shoulders so he could help her down.

      She sucked in an aroused breath when he deliberately slid her down his chest.

      “The fare is sure to be mouth-watering and satisfying.”

      She stepped out of his embrace with a laugh. “You, my lord, are flirting with me.”

      He threw off his hat and laughed. “I must admit I am. Now, perhaps you could come back over here so I can continue my flirtation while holding you.”

      Sarah threw him a saucy look. “Maybe later.” She waited while Eric tethered their horses to a tree branch. “Tessa is a lovely horse.” She patted her mare, then walked over to the basket of food.

      “She is the foal to one of my best hunt horses,” he said, following her. “Alas, she never quite grew high enough to become a jumper herself, but she has a beautiful temperament.”

      Truly, Sarah thought, Eric did not have one bad tempered bone in his body. It was quite refreshing considering who his mother was. She masked her quiver of revulsion at the woman and took his arm. “Shall we eat?”

      Eric took her hand and kissed it. “Of course.”

      Taking the basket with them, they walked into the meadow and sat beneath an oak tree not far from the crystal clear river. The water flowed over rocks, creating little waterfalls near the shore. When Eric smiled and her heart thumped hard. What was he doing to her? She pulled out two glasses from the basket wanting a drink to calm her nerves.

      “They’ve forgotten the champagne,” she said, as Eric headed toward the river. He bent down beside the riverbank, the muscles in his arms bunching as he pulled on a rope. Her gaze hungrily devoured him. Was he teasing her on purpose?

      “Here it is.” Looking pleased with himself, he held up a bottle of champagne.

      She set the glasses on the blanket. “I was wondering what was supposed to go in these.”

      Eric poured the bubbling liquid into each glass and sat down, loosening his cravat and pulling off his jacket as he did so. This close, Sarah could make out the broad, muscular form beneath his shirt. A light dusting of hair peeked from his opened top and it took all of her self-discipline not to push him down upon the cool grass and…

      She grabbed a serviette and fanned her face, the day suddenly too warm.

      He searched through the picnic basket and handed Sarah a plate. She smiled her thanks then helped him dish up a meal that allowed them each to sample at least one of each delicacy.

      They ate in silence, and Sarah drank in every aspect of his magnificent estate. How lucky to have been born and raised in such an idyllic location.

      Eric sat with knees bent and one arm lying lazily over his knee. She laughed when he kicked off his high-boots and flexed his stocking-covered feet. He threw her a cocky grin, and she couldn’t wipe away her own smile. Never had she thought an earl could be so…enchanting.

      Enticing. Loving.

      Finishing her meal, she placed her plate back in the basket. Eric sighed and laid down, shutting his eyes. He looked so comfortable, she impulsively shifted the basket out of the way and laid down as well.

      He opened one eye and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. “Are you trying to seduce me, Miss Baxter?”

      She snorted and pointed at his feet. “I’m not the one stripping my clothes off.” She grinned. “Thank you for today. I’m already having a wonderful time.” She wrapped her arm about his chest. “It’s so beautiful here, one would wish never to leave, I think.”

      He kissed her forehead. “I agree.”

      Then he rolled to his side and Sarah found herself lying on her back staring up at him.

      Her breathing increased as he slid a finger down her nose and across her lips. “What are you doing?” she asked, kissing the digit.

      “Trying to seduce you.” He grinned. “Is it working?” She met his gaze, unable to break the contact. His blue eyes were deep enough to drown in. He was a warm, masculine, wonderful man—everything she could wish for, were she allowed to. Not a breath of wind or sound of an animal scurrying broke the magic that hummed between them.

      The stillness was broken when pained expression crossed Eric’s face, and he took a deep breath. “There is something I need to tell you, Sarah.”

      She pushed a lock of hair from his face. “Is it bad?” When he didn’t speak, unease skittered across her skin. What was wrong with him?

      He ran a hand over his mouth and jaw, then nodded. “I’ve never done this before.”

      She pushed him off to sit up and face him. “Never done what?”

      He smiled and met her gaze. “Told a woman I loved her.” Sarah shut her mouth with a snap, trying to control the half thrill, half panic racing through her.

      “And are you now?”

      “I am.” He pulled her onto his lap.“I’m utterly, devotedly in love with you. I want you to marry me.” He gave her a little shake. “Marry me, Sarah.”

      She shifted and straddled his legs. Her heart ached at her inability to own what she felt herself. Dealing with her abandonment would be bad enough for Eric when she left, without piling on declarations of love, too. At the end of the season, he would hate her. Would think her a murdering tease who ruined families for the enjoyment of it.

      “You said you would give me time, Eric.” She felt him tense beneath her, and he frowned.

      “Are you playing me?”

      “No.” She near choked on the lie. Biting her lip, she wondered what she could say to make the situation better. But there was nothing to say. Their relationship had been doomed from the beginning.

      With no other option available, Sarah leaned forward and brushed her lips against his. She could not say how amusing she found him, how wonderful to be around. How much she loved him. But she could show him.

      She met his lips again, and he kissed her back, pulling her into his embrace. She wrapped her arms about his shoulders and allowed desire’s firestorm to ignite. His hands held her hips, and he rocked her into his heat, spiraling desire through her blood.

      He broke the kiss and suckled her neck, kissing his way down her shoulder. Wanting to feel him, allow him to taste and kiss wherever he chose, she cursed her restrictive riding gown.

      Growling, Eric rolled them over, and she found herself pinned beneath him on the ground. She whimpered as his hand cupped her breast. His finger and thumb found her sensitive peak and rolled the bud between his fingers. She shut her eyes and reveled in the touch. His lips teased her flesh at the opening of her gown, and she arched into them, her need so strong it hurt.

      Eric’s hot and hard desire for her pressed into her thigh, and Sarah wiggled against his member. Her body yearned for him to take her. If he asked, she’d allow him her soul. She lifted her leg around his hip, and their heat joined where it ached most. Eric’s deep, throaty moan incinerated any concerns she had about sleeping with him. Birth control, safe sex, and the repercussions of such actions were forgotten as both went past the point of no return.

      Cupping her bottom, he squeezed her flesh before lowering her pantalets. She closed her eyes, savoring the feel of his large hands before the cooling grass tickled her skin.

      Demanding, conquering, Eric kissed her—and Sarah swept her hand down between them and touched him…

      He sucked in a startled gasp and pushed into her hand. Sarah untied his front falls and stroked the silky skin.

      “Sarah, I won’t take you on the ground. You deserve better.”

      She opened her eyes and met his gaze, pulling him down for a reassuring kiss. “You will, because if you don’t, I think I’ll die.”

      He laughed. “In all seriousness, I cannot take you here.” She rolled her hips and smiled at his pained expression.

      “Please, Eric. Don’t be cruel.”

      He growled and sat up. Clutching his coat, he shoved it beneath her bottom. Sarah bit her lip as his gaze froze on her apex. She supposed she might look a little different down there than he was used to. He frowned.

      Sarah laughed. “It’s the latest fashion in Europe, Eric.” He came over her and positioned himself at her core. “I like it,” he said.

      Burning for him to fill her, she lifted and wrapped her feet about his thighs.

      With one thrust, he did.
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      Mine.

      The word chanted over and over in Eric’s mind. A mind now hazy with need, desire, and love. All of it mixed around to create a new and intoxicatingly addictive existence.

      Feeling light and heat blaze through him, he thrust deep, knowing that sex had never before been so consuming or satisfying. He rocked into her, clasping her arse to heighten the feeling. A voice cautioned him to be gentle, take her slowly, yet he could not. She met his every stroke with one of her own and broke his control.

      He wanted to please her, make her first experience with a man something she would never forget for the rest of her life. A life he was going to share with her. Days and nights stretched endlessly before him, filled with lovemaking, marriage…children.

      He gentled his touch and kissed her. Showed her how much he adored her. With the chemistry they shared, how could she not agree to marry him? With every gentle touch and kiss, her love became a beacon of light he desperately wanted to reach.

      She loved him.

      Eric growled when her hands clasped his backside and pulled him into her—a fast learner, his future wife. Her husky moan joined his and, in an instant, his restraint vanished. He wanted to hear that sound again. Wanted her to enjoy him as much as he enjoyed her.

      “Eric…”

      He quickened his pace and gave her what she wanted. What he wanted. It was madness. Family and staff often used this meadow for outings; they could be caught at any moment. But he could not stop. For weeks, the desire to have her had burned in his soul. For weeks he’d fantasized about her. Wondering what it would be like to seal his fate with her.

      And now he had, and he would never rue his choice. “I love you,” he whispered against her ear and nibbled her lobe.

      She clutched at his back, her nails scoring his skin through his shirt. “Eric, don’t stop.”

      He didn’t. Instead, he pushed her until she writhed beneath him and her inner tremors pulsed around him. He wanted her to scream, call out his name, and declare she was his and only his.

      She came and never had he won a sweeter victory. Her delicious response pulled him into his own release, and he allowed himself to topple into the void of completeness.

      He would freefall forever.
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      Exhausted, confused, replete, Sarah stared at the knobby branches of the tree above. She’d never had sex like that. She inwardly cringed at the word sex. It had been anything but something as unpoetic as sex. They’d worshipped each other, showed without words what they felt for one another.

      Love.

      She chuckled and drew a deep breath as he rolled off her and lay with his eyes closed, breathing rapidly. She touched his chest and came to lie across it. “You look thoroughly kissed, my lord.”

      He stroked her hair. “You appear thoroughly ruined, Miss Baxter.”

      She smiled. “That was wonderful. When can we do it again?”

      He grinned impishly. “Not today. I fear if I touch you again, you’ll certainly not look fit to be seen.”

      “You are a little disheveled yourself.” She kissed his jaw, his neck, and then his chest, the fine hairs poking out the top of his shirt tickling her lips.

      “Sarah…”

      “Hmmm?”

      “Behave,” he growled.

      She puffed out an annoyed breath. “Well, you can’t blame a girl for trying.”

      He chuckled and kissed her. The sweet embrace fired their hunger once more. “Damn your appearance. Come here.”

      Sarah laughed and tried to pull away. “No, you’re right. We’d better not. The day is getting on, and you have guests arriving.”

      “I don’t care. It is much better fun here, alone.”

      “I know it is, but we’ve already been gone for some time. I would hate to be caught in such a scandalous way.” She pushed a lock of Eric’s hair from his brow and marveled at his handsome features. “Truly, Eric, we should leave.”

      With a resigned sigh, he gazed up at the sky and nodded. “Very well.” He pulled her to her feet, and Sarah refused the little voice telling her to throw him onto the ground and have her way with him again, to hell with wrong and right.

      Instead, she righted her riding gown and spun her hair back into the few pins she could find. She searched about for her undergarments and hastily slid them on. Eric observed her, his eyes hungry and intense, and Sarah fought not to blush.

      “Ready?” He kissed her one last time before they packed away the picnic. He left the basket back beside the rock and gathered the horses before helping her to mount.

      They rode through open fields, among low sweeping hills. Sarah could see the River Darent winding north through the valley before her, slowly making its way toward the Thames and eventually out to sea.

      “How long has your family had the earldom?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer. She had to hear the sound of his voice.

      “Since Queen Elizabeth’s reign. Not all that long I suppose, in terms of history, but we have been lucky enough to pass the title down through the family from father to son, never having to use any other branch of our lineage.”

      “So I imagine your family is quite keen to see you settled, wanting such a tradition to continue.” Sarah glanced over at him and noted the frown before he masked it.

      “Of course, but I will be the first earl to choose his own wife.”

      A knowing twinkle entered his eyes. She looked away, unable to hold his gaze over his terrible choice in wives. Her. “All previous marriages were arranged due to social stature or fortune. Recently, I have come to realize that I would like an altogether different union.”

      Sarah refused to react to the statement, instead focusing on the distant chimney tops she assumed belonged to his home. He adored her. Loved her. Wanted to marry her. The all too familiar feeling of guilt assailed her, and she fought not to blurt the truth and let him have at it. Or her, as it were. “That is just as it should be,” she said, her voice buoyant despite the pain stabbing her chest. She cleared her throat to remove the lump lodged there. “How large is your property? I gather from your mention of tenant houses that this is a working farm.”

      “Just over one thousand acres. We farm mostly crops of various kinds, along with deer and sheep. My tenants reside just out of Westerham. I’ll take you to the home farms one day.” He said it as if they were truly engaged.

      A few moments later, he led her toward the eastern side of the property, an aspect she hadn’t seen before. From here, she could see how the home nestled in a valley, a haven for the earls of Earnston for hundreds of years. Nothing had prepared her for seeing it in its entirety from this distance, under glorious sunshine and through crystal-clear air. Sarah sucked in an awed breath at the vision before her.

      “This vantage point always takes my breath away. Do you like it, Sarah?” he asked.

      Like it? She loved it. It was hard to fathom a home so grand could belong to just one man. “It’s amazing, Eric.”

      Pride filled his eyes. “Come, there’s more to see.”
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      Late that afternoon, they arrived back at the estate just as a travelling carriage was being unloaded before the front doors. Sarah dismounted, handed her mount to a waiting stable lad, and followed Eric into the home.

      “My lord, your grandmother, The Dowager, Lady Earnston has arrived and requested to see you. She is having tea in her private sitting room.”

      Eric laughed. “She’s early.” He met Sarah’s gaze, and she read the love he held for his grandparent. “We will join her directly,” he told the footman.

      They walked into the sun-warmed room, which was furnished with light colored upholstered settees and chairs. Eric’s grandmother sat before an unlit hearth, fiercely concentrating over the delicate needlework in her hands.

      “My grandmother is in residence most of the year. Her trips to Bath are fleeting and only if the weather is congenial. She believes the waters are advantageous to her health and wellbeing,” he whispered leading Sarah toward the dowager. “Miss Sarah Baxter, may I present my grandmother, the Dowager Countess, Lady Earnston.”

      Sarah curtsied and smiled. “I am very happy to meet you, my lady.”

      His grandmother stood and bustled toward them. “I’m sure the pleasure is all mine, Miss Baxter. Now, come sit and, Eric, my dear, you may go and occupy yourself for a little while. It want to get to know Miss Baxter over some tea and cake.”

      Eric laughed. “I do have some correspondence waiting for me. I will return shortly, Miss Baxter. And Grandmamma?”

      “Yes, dear?” her ladyship asked.

      “Please ensure my guest is welcomed properly into the family.”

      The dowager shooed him from the room. Left with a matron of the ton, Sarah steeled herself for the ordeal.

      The dowager hadn’t missed the veiled meaning behind Eric’s request, and, from the way she regarded her, it was clear she’d noticed the currents running between Sarah and her grandson.

      She rang for tea and then seated herself beside Sarah, sighing as she did so.

      “Miss Baxter, first and foremost, may I call you Sarah?”

      “Of course, my lady.” She dared not refuse her ladyship anything.

      “Very good. Now tell me, my dear, how did you come to meet my lovely grandson?”

      The image of Eric’s lifeless brother flashed before her eyes, and she swallowed the bile that rose in her throat. She probably shouldn’t start with the very beginning.

      “I met his lordship in London through my friendship with Lady Anita.”

      Her ladyship smiled. “Oh, Anita, such a lovely girl. Now none of this ‘my lady’ business, please. I have never been high-in-the-instep. You may call me Rose when we’re alone.”

      “Thank you. That is very kind.” Sarah relaxed somewhat at the comforting gesture.

      “I must say I’m delighted Eric is taking such an interest in you. We have been waiting an age for him to form an attachment.”

      Sarah coughed. “I’m merely visiting due to Lady Anita’s betrothal to Lord Kentum. I’m sure his lordship is simply being polite with showing me around.” She hoped the heat she felt on her face wasn’t physically there.

      The dowager’s knowing twinkle said louder than words that she saw through Sarah’s patter.

      “I know my grandchild, and if I were a gambler, I would lay odds in your favor. I believe he is in love with you. Eric is certainly not the type of gentleman to lead any young woman astray.” She paused as the tea tray arrived and was placed before them.

      Sarah sat in silence, her mind a whir of conflicting emotions.

      Her ladyship poured the tea and offered a cup. “I think Eric will ask for your hand in marriage.”

      Sarah choked. She put her cup down and tried to pull herself together. Embarrassment swamped her as Eric’s grandmother patted her back.

      “Oh, my dear, are you all right?”

      She nodded, not sure it was quite safe enough to answer the question. Her eyes watered, blurring the room until it resembled a watercolor painting.

      “Now I may be old,” Lady Rose continued. “But I’m sure if anyone could tell a man in love, it would be the woman receiving the affection. Don’t you agree?”

      Sarah flushed. “I believe you may be correct, my lady.”

      Lady Rose clapped her hands. “I always am, my dear, and I apologize if my forward manner of speaking makes you nervous. When I was your age, I was the same way. But with the passing of time, you learn to say and do whatever you like while there’s still time. So let me assure you, Sarah—my grandson would never allow himself to fall into a situation which could be misconstrued later.”

      She patted Sarah’s hand.

      “Now tell me, what is your brother’s title? If he has one, of course.”

      Sarah swallowed hard against threatening tears. “He’s a baron, my lady.” Another lie, another prick of guilt to add to her conscience.

      Her ladyship smiled. “Well there, you see, if your social situation was worrying you, it should not. I myself am a baron’s daughter. No lofty titles whatsoever in my family, either, and I still married an earl.” Her countenance clouded in some blissful remembrance. “A wonderful man, strong of character and heart, and his grandson is just like him.”

      Sarah sat back and sipped the lukewarm tea. She thought of Eric’s proposal, of how she would love to say yes. It was such a hopeless situation and yet their attraction to one another was impossible to ignore.

      The door opened and Sarah smiled, relieved, when Anita walked into the room.

      “There you are, Sarah. I have been searching for you everywhere.” Anita came forward, and her step faltered when she noted her grandparent’s presence. “Grandmother, I didn’t know you had arrived. Welcome home.” She gave her grandmother a kiss and plopped onto a nearby settee.

      “I only arrived today, darling. I was just having a cozy tête-à-tête with Miss Baxter.” Her ladyship smiled at Sarah.

      Anita poured herself a cup of tea and sat back.

      “Well, my dear, are you going to tell us what entertainments you have planned?” Her ladyship asked.

      “Tomorrow we’re going out in the carriages to pick strawberries.” Anita turned to Sarah. “Strawberries are Lord Kentum’s favorite fruit. And since he has to go away tomorrow for a day or two, I thought I’d surprise him with a treat when he returned.”

      Sarah smiled, inwardly amused such a simple outing could cause such excitement. How things had changed. The closest to strawberry picking Sarah had ever come was deciding which punnet to buy in the supermarket.

      “It sounds like a wonderful idea,” she said.

      “What is a wonderful idea?” Eric asked, entering. He stood behind Sarah, and a prickling of awareness ran through her.

      “We’re going strawberry picking tomorrow, Eric. Can you send word to the stables and make sure everything is ready after breakfast? I think it best we leave before it gets too warm.” Anita took one last sip of her tea and stood. “Well, I must dash. Lady Patricia has picked out the most ghastly music for my betrothal ball, and I’m afraid I must say no.”

      Sarah watched her leave. So, Anita, the Dowager Lady Earnston, and Eric all thought her the perfect woman for him. Had she not entered his life under such heinous circumstances and with criminal intent, she would be entitled to think the same.

      But she could not.
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      When she was sure no one was taking heed of her whereabouts, Sarah stepped out onto the terrace. Dinner had gone well, if one could describe success as dodging barbs from Eric’s mother.

      Breathing in the fragrant night air, she walked along the flagstone patio. The gardens were dark and mysterious while the house shone like a pillar of light.

      At the sound of whispered voices, she slowed her steps. She peeked around an ivy clad window and saw Lady Earnston and Lady Meyers, Patricia’s mother, in the library.

      Leaning closer to hear what they were saying—Sarah froze, shocked by what she heard.

      “Did you see her in London dancing attendance on Lord Dean, Lady Meyers? The little Baxter minx probably doesn’t know she will have to wait a few years before she can wear the ducal diamonds, since the boy’s grandfather is still alive. It makes me serenely pleased she may be our age before coming into the title.”

      Sarah reeled at the venomous tone. She knew Eric’s mother disliked her and saw her as a threat to Lady Patricia, but such abhorrence?

      “Obviously a mere earl isn’t good enough for that social climbing trollop. Not,” Lady Earnston said, whispering, “that I mind. I would refuse to accept her as the future Countess of Earnston in any case.”

      Lady Meyers gasped in horror, as if nothing could be worse in the world. “Did you see how she threw herself at Eric at the Cottlestones’ ball? She practically stroked him on the ballroom floor. It’s any wonder your dear boy was mesmerized. He probably couldn’t walk when he finished the dance.”

      Lady Earnston muttered angrily, her outrage clear, and then her eyes narrowed. “Well, I’m relieved to see he seems to be over his bout of desire for the woman,” she replied. “He’s quite smitten by Patricia, if dinner is anything to go by. I believe this little fixation on Miss Baxter is finished. I’m sure he only invited her down here because Anita has befriended her. Trust me when I say it will be only weeks before we’re placing a betrothal announcement in the papers.”

      “I do hope so,” Lady Meyers eagerly replied.

      Anger coiled in Sarah’s gut. How dare they speak about her in such a way? She had done nothing but act a lady since entering their world. Granted, she had allowed Eric privileges, but they did not know that. And as for Eric bestowing favor toward Lady Patricia—what a load of bull. He had asked after her day at dinner. Last time Sarah checked such a question did not lead to marriage or insinuate undying love.

      She stormed back toward the downstairs parlor, then stopped. What was she doing? She couldn’t go inside and give the high and mighty countess a public set down. And what was the point if she did? She was playing Eric. Using him to secure the device.

      Wasn’t she?

      Pain tore through her breast, causing her to crumble onto a stone bench. Who was she kidding, other than herself? For a few weeks now, she had experienced a strange blossoming in her heart—a feeling she’d never had before.

      Eric had long ago stopped being a means to an end. He was the reason she eagerly attended every ball, the reason she got out of bed each morning, and the reason she no longer wanted to leave this time.

      She cursed at her weakness and silently apologized to Richard. Truthfully, she could have stolen the device on a number of occasions. But she had not. For the simple reason she didn’t want to leave him.

      She loved him.

      She swiped at her eyes. What a pickle she’d made of things. Again.
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      “Are you all right, Sarah? I saw you leave and was worried you’d taken ill.” Eric noted her jump at his words. Helping her to stand, he ran a hand over her cheek and marveled at the softness of her skin. The light from the library shone against her profile, showing off the slight blush his touch brought forth.

      “I’m very well. Perhaps a little warm, but otherwise fine.” She stepped back and out of his reach.

      He frowned at her detached tone and allowed her space. “The air is very warm tonight. I should not be surprised we have a storm in a day or two.”

      She nodded and started to stroll along the terrace. “I went for a walk today and saw you have a lake. I gather since there’s a rope hanging from one of the trees that you swim there.”

      Eric placed her hand on his arm and pulled her close. “We do. In fact, if you’re feeling adventurous, we could walk down there right now.”

      The smile she bestowed on him warmed his blood. “I was born for adventure.”

      “Come then.” He pulled her along the flagstones before helping her down the steps. “I suppose I should ask if you can swim, although if you’re drowning I can always rescue you.”

      Sarah laughed. “I can swim very well, no need to act the hero.” She ran a little to keep up with his strides. “Are you going to allow us to swim? It’s nearly the middle of the night.”

      The thought of her shift, soaking wet and clinging to her delectable form made his steps increase. “I’m willing if you are.” They came to a stop on the grassy verge of the lake.

      “Are you daring me?”

      Eric shuffled out of his coat and started to untie his cravat. “If I dare you, will you take off your gown?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Well then I dare you.” Eric watched, enthralled as Sarah walked toward him, her hips swaying in silent seduction in the moonlight.

      “Will you unbutton me? I have no maid.”

      The grin on her lips said without words that she was teasing him. He tamped down the desire that shot to his nether regions as he turned her about and started to do as she asked. “I hope there is a shift under this gown. Swimming is one thing, but to swim naked could prove too trying for my heart.”

      “I have a shift on so your health is assured.”

      He highly doubted that. Eric made quick work of her fastenings and stripped himself down to his knee- high breeches. He helped Sarah wade into the water and welcomed the cooling change of temperature. There was no breeze, and the air was thick with moisture and fragrances.

      They swam to the centre of the lake and Eric found the rock that protruded and allowed swimmers to stand above water. Sarah joined him, only the thin layer of her underwear keeping them apart. His gut clenched at the sight of her breasts, wet and bathed in silver moonlight. She looked like an angel he wanted to keep on earth forever.

      “This is so refreshing. You should tell your guests they’re free to use this swimming hole as much as they please. It’s marvelous!” She pushed away from him and floated on her back.

      Eric bit back a groan when he noted the shift was unmistakably transparent. “Are you torturing me on purpose?” Sarah laughed, and he knew she was. Minx!

      “Maybe a slight flirtation, but not torture.”

      He dived under the water and swam to where she was. Surfacing, he clasped her about the waist and walked her the couple of steps to the wooden jetty. Her slight form fitted against him perfectly, her light shift allowing him to feel every inch of her figure. He hardened and groaned when she wrapped her legs about his hips and teased them both by sliding against him.

      “You do torture me,” he said, his voice husky with need. She stared at him, her eyelashes sporting tiny droplets of water on their ends.

      “You torture me, as well. So I suppose we’re even.”

      Eric kissed the grin from her lips, taking all that he could. It was like she was made for him, fitted him like the finest made Hessian boot. “I want you. All of you.”

      “You have me.” She gasped as he slid his hand down her hip and ground her against his sex. An ache thumped in his groin, and he fought the impulse to take her here and now. He couldn’t take her in a lake. First a meadow and now a swimming hole. He was starting to act like a barbarian.

      “Do you trust me?” He caught her gaze and held it. “Of course. Always.”

      Relief poured through him hearing the words aloud.

      “Then just enjoy…”
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      Sarah bit her lip as Eric kissed her to within an inch of her sanity. This Regency rake could certainly kiss well. Her body ignited in fire and all she wanted was sex. Hot, hard, fulfilling sex, but the innocent debutante she was portraying had to let Eric mete out what would happen next.

      It was hardly helpful for an impatient woman.

      His hand skimmed down her stomach, his fingers pulling up and bunching the shift around her waist. Her breathing hitched as his hand delved between her legs and played, rubbed, and fondled her aching core.

      It was all she could do not to rip open his frontfalls and make him take her, fulfill both their needs. He kissed beneath her ear, his tongue running up the side of her neck and she shook. “Now who’s torturing who?”

      His deep, resounding chuckle was all the answer she received before he slid one then two fingers within her. His touch felt so good, made her burn hotter than she ever had before. Each stroke hit the special spot within her, his thumb paying homage to her bud. Sarah wrapped her arms about his neck and rode his hand. She was so close to bliss she could taste the sweetness on her tongue.

      “Let go, Sarah. Enjoy me as much as I’m enjoying you.”

      She cried out in the quiet night as wave after wave of orgasmic convulsions swirled through her core. Her breathing ragged, she fought to gain a semblance of control. A pointless exercise as she’d well and truly lost all her faculties and control. Had done so the moment Eric touched her.

      She kissed the damp skin on his shoulder before meeting his gaze. “I’ll never forget this night, Eric. Ever.”

      His lopsided grin made her belly somersault. “Then that would make two of us.”
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      The array of carriages was loaded with picnic baskets and blankets. The few family members and select friends already at the estate walked about, eager for the outing to begin.

      Sarah spied Eric checking over the conveyances and chatting with his guests. She took in his tight breeches, shirt, and loosely tied cravat and yearned to stroll over and kiss him good morning.

      “I’m going to stay behind,” Richard said, startling her. He lowered his voice. “It will give me an opportunity if you understand my meaning.”

      “He carries the device. It won’t be in the house,” she responded, her voice sharp.

      “I’m staying in any case. I’ve already asked his lordship if I could have the use of his desk in the library, and he agreed.”

      She bit her lip and frowned. “Don’t get caught, whatever you do. And be more careful this time; leave nothing out of place.” She waved to Anita who gestured for her to come.

      “Don’t worry about me.” He glanced up at the sky, and Sarah followed his gaze. “I don’t know how long you’ll be out picking strawberries, but by the look of that storm coming in, it won’t be long.”

      “Perhaps it will go around us. Either way, the carriages all have hoods, so we’ll be fine.” She moved off the steps and started to walk toward the vehicles, yelling over her shoulder, “I’ll see you later, Richard,” and walked up to Eric. “Which carriage am I to travel in, my lord?”

      Eric smiled down at her and fleetingly touched her hand. “You’ll ride with me and Grandmamma, Miss Baxter. Come.” He led her to where the dowager already sat in an enclosed coach.

      Disappointment that she would miss traveling in the open-roofed vehicles assailed her. “Why are we not traveling in one of those carriages, my lord?” Sarah asked, nodding toward the line behind theirs.

      “I thought it best for Grandmamma, but you are more than welcome to travel with Anita if you wish.”

      As if she’d leave his side, even for her friend. Besides, Lady Earnston had crammed in beside Anita. “No, that’s fine. I’ll travel with you, my lord,” she said coolly.

      Eric grinned and helped her into the carriage.

      They traveled for nearly an hour before stopping in a field full of strawberry plants, the little red fruit bursting to be picked. Sarah had to admit, as simple as the outing was, it was still immense fun. Until those overcast clouds turned more ominous, and a fat, wet plop of rain landed on her cheek.

      They had barely packed up the carriages when lightning flashed and thunder boomed, sending some of the ladies into a fit of panic. Eric took charge of the madness, hurrying everyone into their coaches so the party could head out of the weather.

      “We need to leave now,” he said to their driver. “The weather is coming from the east, and the small creek we crossed is prone to flooding. If we don’t cross it soon, we’ll not make it home tonight.”

      Eric’s grandmother appeared pale, and Sarah took her hand. The storm did seem to become more ferocious by the minute, but it was only a rainstorm, after all. On the other hand, it was enough to scare the other women in the group witless.

      Eric met her gaze and entered the carriage just as the rain started to come down in torrential form. The coachman hollered to the horses and they were off.

      They made good time, considering the weather, but at the first profanity from the driver, Eric jumped out. His curse was audible, and he leaned back into the carriage to take his grandmother’s hand.

      “Grandmamma, the brook is coming down, and we need to get you home. The water is not too deep at the moment, but we have time for only one more carriage to cross safely. I’m going to transfer you into the front carriage.”

      “But what of Sarah? I cannot leave her here unchaperoned. What will her brother say?”

      Eric cringed. “There is only room enough for one person, Grandmamma.” A pained expression crossed his face. “With your health, I cannot allow you to stay.”

      Sarah nodded. “He’s right, my lady. You must go. Tell Richard I’m fine and will be home as soon as the water level drops. I’m sure it won’t be too long.”

      The dowager grumbled. “You know what this will mean, Eric.”

      He lifted her from the carriage and carried her to the other vehicle. “I know,” he said.

      Sarah grabbed an umbrella beside her seat and followed. She gasped at the chilling wind and the swirling river before them. The small tinkling stream they’d crossed this morning was now a fast flowing, murky waterway like the Thames.

      “My lord, are you sure it’s safe for another carriage? The water looks awfully dangerous.”

      “I know the levels, Miss Baxter, and when they’re not passable. We still have time.” Eric called out to the driver and the carriage moved off.

      The horses pranced as their hooves touched the chilling water, but stepped in to wade across. The ladies screamed as one horse lost its footing and the carriage shifted sideways a little. Their coachman ran into the river and waded out to the terrified horse. He grasped its reins and helped guide it to the other side. Sarah sighed in relief when the coach climbed the opposite embankment, the ladies soaking wet, but out of harm’s way.

      “Sarah, I’m sorry.”

      She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad everyone is safe.” They returned to the horses and Eric led them off the road, away from the rising river. He unhitched the team and tied them to a nearby tree before returning to the coach. “Best, I think, not to have them hitched. They could bolt with this lightening around.”

      Sarah nodded and stepped into the carriage. Eric followed her, his clothing as soaked as hers. “How long do you think we’ll be stuck this side of the river?”

      Eric shrugged. “These creeks fall as quickly as they rise. I would think by tomorrow morning it will be passable.”

      The wind howled outside, and the carriage rocked. Sarah shivered and rubbed her bare arms.

      “You’re cold.” He pulled out a carriage blanket and sat beside her.

      Sarah welcomed the blanket’s warmth when he placed it about her shoulders and rubbed her back.

      “Better?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Much, thank you. But what about you?”

      “I’ll be fine,” he replied, despite the way his teeth chattered.

      Noting his blue lips, she said firmly, “Take off your clothes, Eric. You’ll die of pneumonia if you stay in those wet garments.”

      “I don’t believe that would be wise, do you?”

      Cursing in a manner most unladylike to the period, she untied his cravat to strip away the soaked clothing. “I’ll not have you die of a cold.” Fear rose with the thought. People in this time died of such trifling illnesses all the time—and that was not even to mention the possibility that he could die of exposure if he didn’t get warm. She stilled her ministrations when his finger wiped a droplet of water from her nose.

      “I’m feeling decidedly warm already, Miss Baxter. Pray continue.”

      Sarah sat back, realizing she was no longer feeling as cold, either. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “A rake’s trait.”

      The urge to kiss him, to succumb to the desperate need blossoming between them was too great to resist. She separated the lapels of his coat and pushed them from his shoulders. She burned to be close to him. To feel his skin against hers. His heat. His heart.

      She yanked the cravat from his neck and ripped open his shirt buttons while he untied the back of her gown. He pushed the soaked material from her shoulders, and the chill air kissed her skin.

      Sarah broke the kiss and peeked down at the light shift she wore beneath her dress, separating her from complete nakedness. Pulling at the ties, she let the garment gape at her chest, careful not to expose her scarred arm.

      Eric’s gaze was scorching, his breathing rapid. He slid his hand over her waist to cup her breasts. She bit her lip and prayed for patience.

      “You’re so beautiful.” He pulled her against him and took her lips in a searing embrace. She wondered if it would always be like this between them. As if they could never get enough, be close enough, to one another.

      Grasping her hips, he lifted her onto his lap. His hands traveled down the back of her legs, pulling her dress along with them. Sarah wiggled upright as best she could to step out of it altogether.

      She watched as Eric ran a hand through his hair. “Are you not going to do the same, my lord?”

      In response, he leaned against the squabs and pulled off his breeches. She took a calming breath when he threw his shirt across to the opposite seat. His chiseled chest, the six pack abs leading down to his hard, engorged heat now noticeably jutting against his abdomen made her quake. She licked her lips and straddled his legs, the cool velvet seat soft beneath her knees.

      He gasped when she rocked against his rigid flesh. His hands bit into her hips, and she lifted off him before impaling herself on his manhood, causing him to cry out.

      He was so warm, so amazing, and so good. The fact she loved him seemed to heighten the experience, make everything more…everything.

      He growled and kissed her neck, and Sarah rasped her fingers through his hair.

      “I love you, Sarah.”

      The declaration—the plea—tore at her heart. I love you, too, her mind promised, but she remained silent. He laid his head against the squabs, and Sarah kissed his ear.

      “Yes,” he said, his hands running up her back.

      Need roared between them, and their joining became frantic. The carriage rocked and the storm outside, the rising river, fell away, forgotten, as they pushed each other to the brink of bliss.

      Eric drove forcefully into her, and she gasped. The delicious slide to orgasm came quickly, and Sarah clutched his shoulders as she leaned back while her release overtook her.

      Distantly, she heard herself sigh his name before he, too, fell over the edge and into ecstasy.

      After, he drew her close and kissed her. “You’re a remarkable woman,” he said, pulling the blanket about her shoulders once more.

      She sighed and cuddled into his heat. Her heart crumbled into her chest. If only that were true.
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      Sarah awoke with a start when the carriage jerked forward. She sat up and pulled the blanket about herself before glancing outside.

      The day appeared clear, save for a few darkish clouds spotting the sky. Hearing Eric’s voice, she froze, then sighed with relief when she realized he was only speaking to the horses.

      She set about finding her clothes—squealing with surprise when the carriage door opened.

      “Good morning, beautiful.”

      Sarah rubbed her eyes, fairly sure she made the least beautiful person at that moment. “Good morning,” she said, cursing the blush that stole over her cheeks.

      “Get dressed, my love, and I’ll return you home. The water has receded enough to safely do so.”

      “Just give me five minutes.”

      Eric leaned in to kiss her, and she dropped the blanket, allowing him to gather her into him. Her nipples brushed his damp shirt, sending delightful pain to her core.

      He growled. “Dress, and quickly, before I debauch you again in the carriage.”

      She threw him a saucy grin. “I wouldn’t complain.”

      He patted her bottom and set her back on the seat. “My little minx. Dress. I have to try to limit the scandal my actions last night have caused. Although I’m not sure we’ll escape unscathed if my mother has her way.”

      Sarah grabbed her dress as the door closed, trembling when the damp material touched her. At least she wouldn’t have to wear it for long once they arrived at the house.

      Dressed, she stepped from the carriage and stretched. The damp gown and slight wind sent goose bumps across her skin, and she reached inside to grab the blanket.

      Eric stood before the river, silently watching the abating waters. “I’m ready.” She walked up to him and slid her hand down his back, needing to touch him whenever she could.

      He looked down at her, his face troubled. “Everyone will expect us to marry now that we’ve spent a night alone. And we have slept together twice now, Sarah. You could be with a child.” He caught her hands. “Have you thought about my question at all?”

      She nodded. “I know what you’re saying, but last night, with the storm and dangerous situation, was unavoidable. Surely they wouldn’t expect such a thing. Should you have been stuck here with Lady Patricia, would you be declaring your betrothal today?”

      Eric ran a hand through his hair. “The family and my honor would have demanded it, and so, yes, I would.”

      She stepped back. “Even though you say you love me?”

      “I would have no choice, to save her reputation. And I will not have yours ruined, either. You will marry me, Miss Baxter.”

      Sarah narrowed her eyes. “I will not.”

      Dropping her hands, Eric stormed to the carriage and climbed up on the box. “Best be getting in, Miss Baxter. We’ll discuss this when we’re home.”

      Glaring at his back, she followed his order. Damn the man. And damn the blasted weather. She should have swam across the stupid river and left him here. Sarah flopped onto the squabs and crossed her arms. They would not make her marry a man just because she spent the night with him, or because he made her body burn with every touch. And if they thought they would force her into something against her will, they had another thing coming.
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      Eric waited for Sarah to climb into the carriage. What was wrong with her that she didn’t want to marry him?

      He was wealthy, titled, and in love with her. He was a much sought after bachelor in town, yet she continued to evade his offer for her hand.

      Why?

      The carriage door slammed, and he took a calming breath. Picking up the reins, he tapped the horses’ rumps, and started the short drive to his estate.

      Lord Stanley awaited them on the front steps when they entered the gates. Eric steeled himself for the coming confrontation over Sarah’s ruined reputation. Well, he had no qualms in marrying the woman; it was the woman herself putting up a fight.

      He pulled the carriage to a halt.

      “Eric. Sarah. We were all so worried about you.” Anita rushed down the stairs and opened the carriage door before the footman could do it. “Come inside—we have baths prepared for you in your rooms.” She met Eric’s gaze. “The storm was so ferocious we’ve not slept a wink for worry.”

      Eric climbed down and helped Sarah alight. He ground his teeth when she pulled away and stepped out unassisted. “Ferocious but fast moving it seems,” he drawled, signaling for the groom to take the horses and carriage away.

      “Even so, what a frightening experience for you.”

      Sarah smiled at Anita’s concern. “I’m fine, do not worry. I’m just a little tired. May we go in now so I can have that wonderful bath you mentioned?”

      Fussing over her, Anita called directions to the staff. Eric saw them into the house and turned to meet her brother’s cold stare evenly.

      “Lord Earnston, your mother, Lady Earnston, and I request your company in the library when you’re refreshed,” Lord Stanley said.

      Eric nodded. “I’ll be down shortly.” And there it was. Society’s rules and strictures about to crash down onto his and Sarah’s shoulders. He ambled to his room and sent word to Sarah to meet him in the library before luncheon.

      After he’d bathed, he looked at himself in the mirror and fussed with his cravat. The image of Sarah’s naked form, her nimble hands pulling it from his neck, assailed him. His soul roared with need and possession.

      Marshaling his desires, he went downstairs. Raised voices came from the library, and he quickened his steps toward them.

      His mother paced the floor, her face a picture of disgust. His grandmamma, on the other hand, remained seated, seemingly more relaxed than one ought in such a situation. Richard and Sarah merely sat on settees, their sober expressions giving little away.

      “What is going on here?” Eric asked.

      “What, indeed.” His mother came over and poked him in the chest. “How could you, Eric? How could you keep Miss Baxter out all night when you’re all but betrothed to Lady Patricia?”

      Eric fought to keep his temper in check. He met Sarah’s less than amused glance and silently sent her his strength. “There was never an understanding between myself and Lady Patricia, as you well know, Mother. And as for keeping Miss Baxter for an evening, it was either that or risk her life. She is home now and no harm done.” Eric didn’t miss Lord Stanley’s raised brow at his declaration.

      “You must marry, and that is all there is to it,” his grandmother declared cheerfully, picking up her needlework.

      “Out of the question,” Sarah said. “I will not be forced into marriage solely because I was caught in the rain with a gentleman.”

      “I heartily agree with Miss Baxter,” his mother said, nodding.

      Eric inwardly groaned. “Miss Baxter, think of your reputation.” Her jaw set in a stubborn line, and he looked to her brother for support. Why wasn’t the man saying anything?

      “I have spoken to our guests, Eric, and under the circumstances they have agreed to keep Miss Baxter’s name safe from any scandal. There is no reason for you to marry, unless something happened last night.” His mother raised her eyebrows in question.

      Eric swallowed.

      “Nothing happened,” Sarah said. “We were soaked through and sat in the carriage the whole night freezing. First light, Lord Earnston hitched the horses and brought us home. End of story. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going for a walk.”

      His mother grabbed her arm. “Not so fast, Miss Baxter. I knew there was a reason I did not like you from the moment we met, and I think it’s about time I explain my reasons why.”

      “Don’t you ever speak to Miss Baxter like that again, Mother.” Anger pumped through Eric’s veins at his parent’s rudeness. “I apologize on behalf of her ladyship.”

      “Let her speak. She obviously has something to say.” Sarah sat back down, her expression unreadable.

      “I never wished to hurt you, Eric, but I have come across some very interesting information that I asked my lawyer to delve into. In fact,” she paused, “I wonder why any of us didn’t do this sooner. But then, people usually take what others say as truth.”

      Sarah lifted her chin though her face paled. “And what truth is that, my lady?”

      His mother smirked and motioned toward a letter she held in her hand. “I’m just curious if you’ve ever heard of a book called Debrett’s, Miss Baxter?”

      Sarah nodded. “I have.”

      “I should have investigated your brother the moment I met you. Why, he’s not even a baron is he, and never will be. In fact, there is no record of your family in England at all, and I can prove it.”

      “What are you talking about, Mother? Miss Baxter?” Eric caught the worried exchange between brother and sister. “What is this all about?”

      “Yes, Miss Baxter. Please do us all a favor and explain who you are?” his mother asked triumphantly.

      A cold knot of fear curled in his gut. “Miss Baxter, if you would come with me.” He pulled her from her chair and led her from the room. A moment later, he ushered her into his library and closed the door.

      She walked toward his desk and sat in a chair opposite his. Taking a seat, Eric regarded her over the four feet of mahogany and noted the woman he’d come to adore appeared guarded. But why?

      “Is your name Sarah Baxter?”

      “Yes.”

      He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Then what is my mother talking about?”

      “I don’t deserve you or your love.”

      He stood and came around the desk to pull her into his arms. “Why would you say such a thing? You do deserve to be loved and by me. It is my choice.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      She tried to pull free, but he tightened his hold, keeping her close. Where she belonged. “Then explain it to me so I do understand.”

      “I cannot marry you, Eric. Ever?”

      Sarah bit her lip, a small frown line forming between her brows. “I need to be honest with you, and I haven’t been. I’ve been lying to you, and your family, and I cannot do it anymore.”

      “Well then, for God’s sake, hurry up and tell me what is going on.”
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      “You have something we want.” At his befuddled and increasingly frustrated expression, Sarah knew she could only rip off the truth like a bandage from a wound—quickly.

      “The peculiar your brother treasured is mine.”

      For a moment, disbelief colored his features, followed closely by denial, then anguish… “What?”

      Sarah repeated her admission, and he paled. The urge to clutch at him, apologize profusely, and beg forgiveness warred within her, but she could not. He deserved better than what she’d given him. Realization dawned on his face and, like a knife severing her in two, she knew they were over.

      “Please, do explain what that means exactly.”

      The cold timbre of his voice made her quake. Sarah ignored the fear making her want to flee and sat back down. “I think you know what that means.”

      Rage, brutal and murderous, washed over his features. He ran a hand through his hair and swore. The love she’d seen in his eyes only this morning was replaced by a cold mask that chilled her core.

      “And you were willing to commit murder and sell yourself like a whore to get it back?”

      Voice as steady as she could make it, Sarah said, “If I told you the truth, you wouldn’t believe me. You need to return it to me, my lord, and leave it at that.”

      “Answer the damn question.” His voice was deadly.

      “I cannot.”

      Eric towered over her, his face close to hers as he gripped her arms, only a squeeze away from painful. “You will if you want to live, Miss Baxter.”

      She cringed, and the truth tumbled out, the words falling over each other. “I’m an archaeologist by trade. We were excavating an area near Westerham, and I left an electronic mapping device behind. It was a silly mistake. From what our reports told us, your brother had found it. I returned to take it back and made an even bigger mess of things. My father demanded I try again, and so you see, here I am.”

      “Yes, here you are,” he said, his voice devoid of warmth. “What sort of idiot do you think I am, Miss Baxter? Archaeologist? There are no women archaeologists, and certainly not ones digging about with strange peculiars like this.” He gestured to his pocket.

      “Not from your time, perhaps.” Sarah focused on his desk, anywhere but his vacant eyes.

      “Excuse me?”

      It was too late to save herself now. “Your mother was right. Lord Stanley is not my brother. He is my father’s head archaeologist. My family owns a company called TimeArch, and we specialize in archeological time travel digs.”

      Eric didn’t try to hide his disbelief.

      “We own a company just outside of London, near

      Reading.”

      He frowned. “There is no business named TimeArch in Berkshire.”

      “Not in this time, my lord, no.”

      Taking a deep breath, he pinned her with his gaze, demanding she tell him everything. “And you expect me to believe this fanciful tale?”

      “Did you never wonder how I just appeared in society? Almost like magic and out of thin air.” Sarah made an inadequate gesture. “Your mother can find no mention of our births here in England or abroad. Why do you think that is?”

      Eric glared at her. “Because you, madam, are a very fine actress.”

      She shook her head.“No actress, just not from your time.” She turned and walked toward the windows overlooking the magnificent gardens. She took only two steps before his commanding voice rolled over her.

      “What does the device do?”

      She held out her hand, signaling for the object. Shockingly, he drew it from his coat and slapped it into her palm. Amazed, he stared as she flicked a hidden latch to open it, revealing a multitude of button-like objects. She swiped her finger across the screen and the device lit up like a candle before a voice sounded from inside asking for coordinates. Eric snatched it back, only to toss it to the floor.

      “How does it work?” he asked.

      Sarah picked it up and typed in her passcode. She handed it back and, grudgingly, he took it. “If you read the screen, it’s probably saying that no satellite signal can be found. Which, of course, is right, as in 1818 there are no satellites in space. But the device would normally locate you, wherever you were in the world, and map any area you wish.”

      “You played me, used me to your own ends.” He threw the device back to her. “Well, you’ve got what you wanted now, and a good tumble while you were here. Take the damn thing. I never want to see it or you again.”

      Shame and disgust at her actions made her hands tremble. “I did intend to use you at the beginning to gain access to the device, but it certainly is not how it ended. I couldn’t care less about the device now. I only care about you.”

      Scoffing, he stepped back behind his desk. “How many men have you fucked to get your way, Miss Baxter?” He laughed, the sound chilling Sarah’s blood. “You were never a virgin, were you? I should have known… You were very apt in your lovemaking.”

      She swiped at a tear. His disgust left her feeling hollow and ashamed. How he must hate her to say such things.

      “How many men have you slept with, madam?”

      She swallowed. “Eric…”

      “Answer me now, God damn it.” He rubbed his chest and pinned her with his gaze. “Are you sleeping with Lord Stanley or whoever he is?”

      “No.”

      He fisted his hands and tried several times to speak before the words finally came out, hard as a slap. “The innkeeper. That’s why he recognized you. You were the one.” Quickly, he strode over, grabbed the sleeve of her dress, and ripped it off. He reeled back at the sight of the scar that marked her arm. “The sight of you and what we’ve done together sickens me.”

      “I’m sorry. I never meant–”

      “Oh, I’m sure you didn’t mean to ruin our lives, but you did.” He shook his head, the muscle in his jaw flexing. “You only had to ask for the device, and my brother would’ve given it to you. Instead, you took a different path, and a young man in his prime lies rotting in the ground.”

      Sarah swallowed the lump wedged in her throat at the truth of his words.

      “I will not speak of your admission to my family as the distress would be too great. Should they learn I harbored the very woman who’d caused their suffering, it would be too cruel. You will attend the betrothal ball tonight as if nothing has happened, other than the disagreement with my mother. You have until tomorrow morn to get off my land, or I’ll throw the full force of the law at your pretty head. Now, get out. I never want to see you again.”
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      Sarah spent the remainder of the afternoon in her room. Anita consoled her as best she could, but it was of no use. She felt as though her heart no longer beat now that Eric was lost to her.

      Their argument and the awful things he’d said played over in her mind, tormenting her and tripling her guilt. Thoughts of his brother’s final moments haunted her whenever she closed her eyes.

      “You’ll have to attend the ball, Sarah. You must, for your own reputation, put on a brave face.”

      Sarah wiped the endless tears from her eyes and nodded. “I know. Although I’m more than certain Eric will loathe my presence.”

      “He loves you. I’m sure in time he’ll forgive whatever has torn you apart today, and you will reconcile—”

      “There is no future for us.” Sarah stood and rang for her maid. Already, the day was giving way to the night, and she had a ball to prepare for, no matter how much she didn’t wish to go. What did it matter if Eric threw her and Richard out in front of his guests? They were leaving for the capital tomorrow anyway. As soon as they made their London home and the device that would send them catapulting two-hundred years into the future, nineteenth century England would cease to exist.

      The thought depressed her more than she ever thought it would.
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      The ball began, and the conversation abounded with flattery and admiration over the multitude of decorations and the magnificent room. Sarah listened to it all with a detached air, feeling like an outcast. A fallen woman the ton waited to devour. The music washed over her like a death knell, and she stood out of the way like a seasoned wallflower, wondering when she could make her departure.

      Time passed in a haze of despair. She grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing footman, needing the fortitude supplied by the alcohol.

      A short while later, she watched with growing trepidation as Lady Patricia caught sight of her and strolled her way. “Miss Baxter, I cannot say that your departure tomorrow is unwelcome. I so look forward to the time when your face will be nothing but an unpleasant memory.”

      Sarah swallowed, fighting back tears.

      “You may go, Lady Patricia, and right this instant.” The dowager came to stand beside Sarah. “In all my life I have never known such a callous and cold person such as you. These are not the actions of a lady.”

      Lady Patricia lifted her nose and walked off. Sarah met her ladyship’s gaze and smiled. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome, my dear.” Her ladyship patted her hand. “May I have a word, Sarah?”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      “I do not know what has happened between you and my grandson today, and to be frank I do not wish to. But I do know my daughter in law has played a hand in this and, for that, I am sorry for you and Eric.”

      Sarah shook her head. “It was entirely my fault. This whole…everything that went wrong is because of me. Please do not blame him. Let it go and just be there for him when I leave—that is all I ask.”

      “But he loves you still, my dear. Is there no way to reconcile?”

      “No, there is not.” The words were as hollow as her heart.

      “Can you not try, my dear?” The dowager squeezed her hand. “Can you not stay?”

      Sarah met her gaze, and the desperate edge the other woman’s voice brought tears to her eyes. She bit her lip and shook her head, unable to trust her voice.

      “Very well. I suppose we will have to let you go.”

      Sarah nodded wishing that was not the case. “Yes, you do.”

      They both turned when Anita’s father stopped the orchestra and caught the attention of the guests. With pride, he notified everyone that Anita and Lord Kentum would wed the following year.

      The announcement of the new, but much longed for, betrothal of Lord Earnston and Lady Patricia followed. Mortified, Sarah raised her chin at the noticeable silence that ensued. Some guests glanced her way before everyone clapped for the happy couples.

      It took all of Sarah’s will not to flee. Eric was marrying Lady Patricia! It had barely been a few hours since he’d parted with her, and now he was betrothed to a woman Sarah knew he detested. How could he do something so hurtful to them both? And yet how could he not? She was not only the reason his brother was dead, but she’d used Eric, too, for her own means. Had it not been Lady Patricia, it would only have been someone else to whom he was betrothed, and rightfully so. She was not for him, and it was something she should have reminded herself of more often.

      “I’m so sorry, Sarah.” Her ladyship squeezed her hand again.

      Sarah swallowed the lump in her throat. “So am I.” A tear slid down her cheek, but she hastily brushed it away. In front of everyone, Eric placed a solitaire sapphire on Lady Patricia’s finger and kissed it, then glanced out over the throng and found Sarah.

      Telling herself she would not cry, she met his gaze and held it. With everyone else, she raised her glass in salute to the newly betrothed. Eric looked away first.

      As soon as it was politely possible, she bid goodnight to Eric’s grandmother and Anita, and left the ball. It was time to pack… Time to leave.
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      She didn’t sleep that night. Instead, she organized her trunk, preparing for the journey back to the capital. She had written Eric a letter, explaining as much as she could in the hope it would ease his pain and anger…in time. She studied the photo of herself before the Tower Bridge—a bridge that didn’t yet exist in 1818—and slipped it into the letter before sealing it with wax.

      In the early morn, a light knock sounded on her door, and she turned to see Anita peep around the wooden threshold.

      “Can I come in, dearest?”

      “Of course.” Sarah waved her in.

      “So it is true? I heard from Eric at breakfast you’re leaving today. Please say it isn’t so?”

      Sarah shrugged. “I’m afraid it is. You know I cannot stay. Especially since everyone else is departing after celebrating the betrothals being announced around here like wild fire.”

      She tried to smile at her half-hearted joke, but her friend’s obvious sadness mimicked her own wretchedness. For the first time, Sarah lost her hold on her emotions. Warm, comforting arms wrapped around her and rubbed her back.

      Before Sarah’s tears were finished, a maid walked in and notified them the post chaise had arrived. While footmen collected her trunk, Anita walked her to the foyer.

      “I will meet you outside.”

      Sarah followed her friend’s steps before turning and facing the library door. She pulled the letter from her pocket and placed it on the silver salver near the entrance. Eric would read the letters later in the day, long after she was gone.

      Walking toward the library, she knocked twice, waited for his reply and entered. Her steps faltered when she saw him. Gone was the gentleman who slept well and looked after his appearance, replaced by a man who appeared tormented and far from all right. His hair was askew, and he still sported the same clothes he’d worn to the ball the previous evening. She frowned.

      “What do you want? I think we’ve said everything that needed to be said yesterday, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Sarah held her hands to keep them from trembling. “I just wanted to say that I am truly sorry for what happened between us, Eric. I never meant to hurt you or your family. I will forever regret the night your brother died. He was an honorable man who saved me, but to his own detriment.” She paused. “I am also sorry for allowing us to form an attachment. It was wrong and, as much as I regret the hurt I’ve caused you, I cannot regret what we had.”

      She motioned out the window at the carriage that awaited her. “As you can see, we’re about to go, and well, I just wanted to say that…What I needed you to know is…” She stopped and frowned. “You’re a wonderful man, and you deserve to be happy. I want you to have a family, become a father. Promise me you will have a good life, or at least try to.”

      Outside, the driver called that all was ready for departure. Panic assailed her, knowing she had to go and that this was the last time she would ever see him.

      Clutching her sickened stomach, she faced Eric, willing herself not to cry at the wretchedness she saw on his face. “I suppose this is goodbye then.” She cleared her throat, needing to say what she must lest she regret it for the rest of her life. “I’ll miss you. I want you to know that. I’ll miss you my whole life.” She turned to open the door and paused. Taking a deep breath, she met his gaze. “I love you,” she said, then walked out the room and out of his life.

      Forever.
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      Eric could neither move nor speak. She loved him? Was she really leaving? Of course she was. He’d told her to get out himself. He swore. Walking to the window, he watched as her carriage pulled away, taking a piece of his heart with it. He turned away and strode to his desk, sick with grief, sick within himself at what he had hastily said to her yesterday. Hurt her as she’d hurt him.

      And, dear God, the pain would surely tear him in two. What had he done? He silently castigated himself. He was now engaged to a woman he’d known all his life, but hardly knew well and cared even less about. He had insulted and belittled the woman he loved, cherished, and adored.

      What he had said to her yesterday—he wasn’t a gentleman, he was an arse.

      It was absurd, making out he did not care for her— deluding one’s self was never healthy. And knowing he had requested Lady Patricia’s hand in marriage made his blood run cold. He would regret that vindictive decision for the rest of his life.

      The dejection on Sarah’s face when the announcements were made had cut him in two. It didn’t help that his grandmother’s disappointment only added to his injury.

      He’d slept in the library last night, not trusting himself to even walk past Sarah’s room. Knew he was likely to storm within and beg for forgiveness. Beg her not to leave him. Beg her to stay.

      No matter what she’d said about feeling responsible for William’s death. Logic told him he couldn’t lay the fault entirely at her door. But archeologist? Time traveler? A woman who worked, earned money supposedly, and wasn’t interested in marriage? Sarah had to have a maggot in her head over the fanciful lie she’d sported. He was a peer of his realm, a man with responsibilities and duties; he couldn’t marry a woman touched in the upper works.

      The memory of her teasing him over his portrait assailed him. Was he too serious and proud? Fury at his own stupid, ridiculous pride tormented him. He would never again feel her snuggled against him, laughing up at him with those gorgeous emerald green eyes and exquisite dimples beside her lips.

      However, the thought of her stealing from his brother and partaking in his death, not to mention living with a man who wasn’t a relative, soon pushed such thoughts aside. The devil nagged him, and his self-respect would not allow for total forgiveness.

      It was for the best he gave Sarah the conge. Really, he should be relieved he’d escaped the clutches of such a wench.

      Lifting the desk, he threw it, overturning the heavy piece of furniture, spilling its contents to the floor. Running a hand through his hair, he gripped his head in torment. Turning, he took in the side gardens, the colors blending through his vision. He was a fool.

      A fool who let pride rule his head.

      A fool who had lost the only thing in the world he had ever wanted.

      Sarah.
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      Sarah slumped onto the suede lounge in her father’s house and flicked on the TV. A re-run of Oprah discussing lost loves, of all things. She flicked the channel over to the news and stared unseeing at that instead.

      It had been forty-five days since she’d left Eric, and she was keenly aware of every sixty-four-thousand-eight- hundred minutes as they ticked away. She flicked a switch on the electronic device beside the lounge and welcomed the dark as the blinds started to close. Shutting her eyes, she pictured Eric. In the quiet, she could almost feel and hear him again.

      The lounge door opened, severing her memories.

      “Sit up, Sarah.” Her father walked in and sat down across from her. He stared at her for a moment, then sighed.

      “What’s the matter? Has something happened? Is everything okay at TimeArch?” Her father’s silence was unnerving, and her hands trembled.

      “Get dressed. I have to take you somewhere.” He paused, his face strained. “We need to talk.”

      Taken aback, but hearing the urgency, she quickly did as he’d asked. On the way out the front door, she caught a glimpse of her reflection and stopped.

      There were dark rings beneath her eyes, and her hair needed washing. She’d lost weight, too, her clothes hanging off her frame.

      Disgust at her self-pity made her cringe. She shouldn’t do this to herself or her family. Grabbing her bag, she walked out to the company vehicle in the drive and buckled herself into the passenger seat.

      Her fragile composure started to fray as the roads heading south out of London became all too familiar. Towns she’d passed through in a horse and carriage zoomed past her window. In the one hundred and ninety-six years since she’d last seen them, the trades and storefronts had changed, but it didn’t matter. Her gut still tightened into a ball of homesick knots.

      Why would her father be so cruel as to drive her to Westerham? Just as she suspected, the car turned and continued toward another even more familiar location. Why in God’s name would her father be taking her to Eric’s ancestral home? How was she to summon the courage to walk through those doors? Her smiling, charismatic, caring, wonderful man would not come out to greet her this day. Her tears fell unchecked until her father, silently acknowledging her grief, passed her his hankie. She didn’t feel better for it.

      The car pulled up before Eric’s home, and Sarah’s gaze moved over the house and land as she stepped from the vehicle. Not much had changed over the passing years except the house now sported a plaque noting its historical significance to the area.

      A UK National Trust sign stated the home was now under their care and responsibility. Unease crept along her skin over not knowing what had happened to the family.

      The trees were bigger, and the maze a lot higher than it had been. There were obviously different plants in the garden beds surrounding the home, but the building was much as she’d known it. Handsome and welcoming, just like its fifth earl. The sound of water pulled her attention to the lake, and her heart squeezed. The day she and Eric had spent there would be one memory she’d cherish forever.

      Grief, as severe as she’d ever known, tore at her heart. She missed him.

      What was she doing here without him? Wiping her eyes, she tried to gain some semblance of control. She really could not mourn like this forever, could she? Probably yes, she conceded. At this moment, she couldn’t see any light at the end of the tunnel, and it was looking to be a bloody long tunnel.

      She followed her father up the front steps, through the grand oak doors, and into the foyer. Everything was essentially the same as when she’d left it. The wallpaper was slightly aged, and the carpet a little the worse for wear, but otherwise, everything was frighteningly familiar.

      This beloved house was so familiar and comforting. A small smile lifted her lips as she found her feet silently moving toward the library.

      Ignoring her father’s banter with the caretaker, she opened the doors. The library was unchanged. The chairs were in their same positions before the hearth, which dominated the center of the room. Eric’s desk still stood in front of the windows. She walked up to it, running her hand over the leather top. She could imagine him sitting behind it, bestowing on her the lovable, mischievous grin she adored so much.

      She frowned down at the golden quill—the very one she had used to write the letter she’d left for him. Next to it, the family seal lay dry, covered by a slight film of dust. She picked it up, needing to hold anything she knew Eric had used numerous times. It was all so confusing and painful.

      And why was there no family living here? What had happened to Eric? She chastised herself for wallowing in self-pity instead of finding out what had become of him and his family. Her father entered the room.

      “What the hell is going on? Why did you bring me here when you know how difficult these past weeks have been?” She put down her precious link to Eric and leaned against the desk for support. “Where is his family? Why is there no earl in residence? This place resembles a shrine—” She broke off abruptly, hearing her voice wobble, and clapped her hand over her mouth, knowing she was near hysterical. “Please tell me what has happened; I need to know.”

      Her father held up his hand to stop the questions. “I’m sorry, darling, for bringing you here. I thought it might be hard for you, but I needed to see for myself how the memories would affect you.”

      Sarah frowned, thoroughly confused.

      “I have to apologize if I’ve been angry with you of late. Some very big changes occurred while you were away. I didn’t want to do this, Sarah, and you must know it breaks my heart to see you like this.”

      “Couldn’t you have told me this at the office or at home?” Tears blurred her vision, completely distorting her view of her father. She heard him come toward her before he took her in his arms, rubbing her back comfortingly.

      “Hush now. I need to show you something. I’ve booked the estate today so we won’t be interrupted. Come, sit down, and I’ll explain.”

      They sat in the leather chairs facing the unlit hearth. It was the most bizarre thing Sarah had ever done. It was as if she could still smell Eric’s scent within the room. She blew her nose while waiting for her father to begin.

      “I’ve been angry because although I didn’t know what exactly happened to you in 1818, I know the basic facts. I know how attached you and Lord Earnston became. And, if family letters I’ve read are any indication, he was on the verge of proposing. To be frank, I was extremely furious at your lack of restraint and unethical work practices while you were away. But,” he sighed, “I understand what happens when you fall in love. And I cannot for the life of me criticize you for what I have always tried to instill in you.”

      When lightning strikes, you should always follow your heart, not your head.

      She’d heard the words a thousand times.

      “So I can’t now, after twenty-four years, turn around and change my mind. No matter what the company rules are,” he said, chuckling wryly. “Do you forgive me?”

      What was to forgive? Reaching across, she took his hands. “Of course I do, always, you know that.”

      He squeezed hers in response. “Research has brought to light some very important circumstances for this family, which occurred not long after you left 1818. Some of these are new to history, thanks to your trip.” He pointedly raised an eyebrow, which made Sarah wince. TimeArch employees weren’t supposed to change history by interacting with it, and she’d done it not once but twice. “You need to know what occurred, no matter how painful.” He sat back in his chair, his gaze never wavering.

      Apprehension settled over Sarah. Her gut knotted spring-tight, and her hands started to sweat.

      “Lord Earnston married a woman named Lady Patricia Meyers not long after you left. Within two months of the marriage, both the new countess and his mother, Lady Earnston, were killed in a carriage accident just north of here.”

      Sarah gasped. Poor Eric, he had lost her, then two members of his immediate family. And she had not been there for him. She might never have been on good terms with either woman, but she wished death upon no one. Eric’s mother would not have been fifty-five, she mused, and as for Lady Patricia, she was younger than Sarah herself was now.

      “From paper records, family letters, and so on, I gather Eric lived fairly hard and fast for a couple of years after that. He never remarried, gambled heavily for a time, but finally pulled himself out of that, which was something, I suppose.” She half-smiled at her father’s distaste. She put Eric’s choices down to grief.

      “He wasn’t seen much in society after 1819 and pretty much kept to himself. He passed away in his sleep in the autumn of 1878.”

      Sarah wiped her eyes, sniffing. “So Eric is buried here on the family estate?”

      “Yes, he’s buried here, and it’s where we’re going next. There’s something you need to see.” He looked across to her in concern. “Are you up to it, darling?”

      Was she? “Of course,” she said, though she wasn’t at all as sure as she tried to sound. She felt slightly light-headed.

      They made their way toward the family mausoleum on the northern hill behind the estate. It was a beautiful final resting place, overlooking the family’s land.

      The groundskeeper dislodged years of dust as he unlocked and opened the creaking steel doors. He lit the candles in the circular building, casting light on the family headstones that lined the walls.

      Sarah started to read the epitaphs. Lady Patricia’s grave identified her as the Countess of Earnston. Wiping her eyes, Sarah comprehended just how much time had passed. It was so final.

      She found Eric’s grandmother’s grave, and her heart broke at the sight of it. The inscription read “left this world in the year of our Lord 1828,” only ten short years after her departure.

      “Come here, Sarah.”

      Pulling her thoughts back from the past, she turned and joined her father in front of a large, ornate sarcophagus. She knew whose it was before she reached it. Tears burned her eyes, blurring her vision.

      Crouching, she ran her hand along Eric’s name as she searched out the date of his death. She smiled; her father was never wrong: 1878. He’d been eighty-six years young. She stared at the cross carved above his name before reading the full inscription. She hadn’t known his middle name was Sebastian.

      She was happy he lived a long life, but it saddened her that, after losing Patricia, he’d avoided company or love. Ironically, she now faced the same fate. There would be no other man for her.

      She stood, staring down at his grave, realizing what she had to do. The oppressive weight that had settled on her lifted with her decision, and she knew it was the right one.

      She could not allow their lives to end like this. For her to live a full and happy life, to have any future at all, it would have to be in the past, with Eric.

      “Sarah, will you read the inscription on the side? I understand Lord Earnston noted his desire to have it carved in his will.”

      Walking over, she knelt beside him. She squinted, struggling to read the script not fully illumined by the candles. Her hands shook as she deciphered the words.

      The message read: I believe. I love and miss you. Please come back to me. Eric.

      She sought her father’s hand as her heart raced. She could almost hear his voice saying the words, and she shivered as a breeze caressed her skin. Her father’s arms came around to embrace her.

      Her heart shattered. Eric had waited so long for her—waited his whole life for a woman who never came back. She looked at her father, only to see he already knew what she was about to say.

      “I know, my girl. I know what has to be done and, although it will probably kill me, seeing you like this is worse. You have to go back, build your life with him. I won’t stand in your way.”

      Crying with relief, Sarah hugged him. She understood what a profound and heart-wrenching sacrifice he was making as a parent. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you doesn’t seem enough.”

      “Yes, I know. I also know there is no point in two people living miserable lives when it doesn’t have to be that way. And that’s why I’m sending you back. He obviously mourned you his whole life, and I refuse to allow you to do the same.” He wiped at his eyes. “So if I have to let you go I will. I’ll do it for you both.”

      “But, what about changing history? Won’t my going back, staying, and creating a life with Eric possibly cause havoc in the future?”

      “You are changing history, but for the better. No harm will come to this time other than the fact that this estate will hopefully be under the family’s care and not the National Trust’s. And that I may possibly have grandchildren, too.” Her lips trembled as her father’s voice broke with emotion. “I know you will have a wonderful life, full of love and happiness, and that is enough to make me never regret my decision. I love you, kiddo.”

      She gave him a fierce hug. “I love you, too. I’ll miss you.”

      “Only mad scientists like me would get away with something like this.” He laughed. “So it’s lucky for you, my girl, that I’m one of those.”

      Sarah hugged him tighter. “You’re not a mad scientist; you’re a brilliant mad scientist.”

      Both laughed as Sarah re-read the carved message on Eric’s grave. She silently promised him she would take heed of his final request and come home.

      To him.
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      It was another week before Sarah could depart. Her father needed the time to cover all legalities—and to ensure that if Eric would not take her back, or died having never married her, she would be protected and comfortable.

      TimeArch staff traveled back and opened an account at Lloyds Bank with a deposit large enough to last two lifetimes. The Mayfair home they’d previously used was purchased, and the deeds were transferred into her name. By the close of the day, she returned to 1819, the house would be fully staffed by nineteenth century workers hired from an employment agency of the time.

      At last, Sarah waited in her father’s office, clicking a pen on and off as she counted down the time before she left.

      “Ready to ride, Sarah?”

      She looked up at her dad. “I am.” She stood up and kissed him, threw her arms around him to hug him one last time. “I love you. I’ll miss you, and take care of yourself, won’t you?”

      He smiled at her. “Of course I will. Don’t you worry about me. Just make me proud by marrying your earl and living a wonderful life. That will be enough for all of us at TimeArch.” He paused. “But, Sarah, I do want to make sure you are certain. You know after being back in the past for a certain amount of time, you cannot return home. Time is fickle and waits for no one. I’d hate for you to regret your choice and come back here only to find yourself older than you ought to be.”

      Sarah nodded, knowing only too well how final this day would be. “You’re referring to how time moves at different speeds when time traveling? I understand the risk, and I’m 100 percent sure.”

      He kissed her forehead. “Okay, then.”

      They made their way to the time machine, and apprehension rolled through Sarah’s every pore. Would Eric take her back or would it take years of work on her part to earn his trust and love again—despite what he’d had engraved on his tomb? She steeled herself to win, no matter the cost. She loved him and knew he’d forgiven her at some point in his life. There had to be a way to reconcile, and she was damned well determined to find it.

      Pulling on the brightest smile she could, she blew her father a good-bye kiss and waved. Then she silently said farewell to her twenty-first century life and welcomed back the nineteenth century with open arms.
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      The staff began arriving just after lunch. Sarah was pleasantly surprised with their professionalism and wonderful manners. She was also glad none of them raised their eyebrows at their employer being a young, unmarried woman living alone without a companion.

      During the first few days back in town, she kept to herself, ordering new dresses and getting to know her staff. She sent her head groom to purchase a carriage and horses from Tattersalls, since it was frowned on for women to go there themselves.

      Eric had not seen her for over a year—it was 1819, and the current Season was ending, families returning to their country estates to spend Christmas and New Year away from the city.

      Perusing one of the period’s gossip sheets, Sarah smiled when she read the wedding announcement for Anita and Lord Kentum. They were to be married next Saturday at Eric’s country estate.

      Scribbling a short missive, she sent a footman to deliver the letter notifying her friend of her return to London. Just as she sat down to a cup of tea an hour or so later, her parlor door burst open, and a whirlwind of color flew into the room and ran toward her.

      Sarah jumped up, laughing, and held her arms out to Anita. They pulled apart, smiling through their tears, hands enfolded.

      “Sarah, you can’t imagine my joy on receiving your letter today. I nearly screamed the house down and immediately ordered the carriage to be brought round. Mother almost had a seizure.”

      Sarah laughed, imagining the scene her letter would have created. “I’ve missed you, too, my dear friend. I’m so glad you came.” She pulled Anita down to sit beside her.

      “How is it that you are here?”

      Sarah smiled and shrugged, telling Anita the truth when she said, “I couldn’t stay away. I belong in London and feel at home here. My future is here.”

      “Oh, Sarah.” Anita paused. “So you plan on staying? For good?”

      Sarah laughed. “Yes, I’m staying for good. Now tell me all the gossip. I understand you’re to be married next weekend.” She grinned. “Poor old Lord Kentum, still waiting to see that silk shift? How he must be suffering, poor man.”

      Anita laughed lovingly, her eyes bright with joy. “I see you still read that gossip page. And yes, Freddie and I will at long last be married on Saturday.” She wearily sighed. “It’s been very trying these last months, not being able to marry. But with Lord Earnston’s mother and wife dying…” She hesitated until Sarah nodded for her to continue. “Well, the whole family went into mourning, which put the marriage off for several months. It’s been very hard, and Eric…”

      Sarah’s gaze flew to her friend. “What’s wrong with Eric? Has something happened to him?” Please God, no, she silently begged.

      “No, no nothing like that, he’s fine in that sense. However, he is no longer the Eric you and I once knew. Since you left, he’s been very different. His marriage—well, that didn’t help because, let’s face it, it was a disaster. And we have not been able to pull him out of whatever hole he has himself buried in.” Anita sighed. “The whole family is worried. He gambles heavily, hardly associates with any of us, and no longer spends any time with his friends.”

      Shocked, Sarah simply stared at Anita. Her father had told her what he knew of Eric’s life after her 1818 disappearance; nevertheless, it hurt her to learn the extent of his dissolute existence.

      “Do you think Eric would be willing to see me? I know we didn’t part on good terms, but he was a good friend once.” Inwardly, she cringed at using the word friend. She’d been far from just a friend to the man. “Maybe I would be able to help.”

      Anita grabbed her hand, squeezing it. “You know Eric would see you in a flash. Don’t think to hide what I know you felt for each other. You were in love with him, and still are. And it’s plain to all, Eric is still in love with you.”

      Sarah’s heart flipped at hearing that spoken aloud. “Why, whenever I mention your name he storms from the room, and it’s been over a year since my betrothal party.” Anita grinned, the devil entering her eye. “Oh yes, my friend, my darling cousin most certainly still loves you, and I will ensure that you, Miss Baxter, marry that man if it’s the last thing I do on this planet.”

      Sarah laughed, agreeing wholeheartedly with her idea. “Well then, we’d better come up with a plan, what do you say?”

      “Absolutely,” Anita replied, her smile triumphant.
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      Anita’s wedding was unpretentious but elegant—the small chapel on Eric’s estate filled with friends and family. An ethereal quality radiated from the bride, and Lord Kentum beamed like a man truly besotted as he watched Anita glide toward him. Sarah’s eyes misted as they said their vows. She smiled across at Eric’s grandmother, who appeared extremely happy at her appearance at the wedding. It was so moving to witness a couple who meant every word of their marriage vows.

      The wedding ceremony was shorter than Sarah had expected, and she wondered why they had not kissed when declared man and wife. But then the poor couple had waited so long to marry, perhaps it was no wonder the ceremony seemed hasty.

      Sarah threw white rose petals at the happy bride and groom as they walked from the chapel. Standing back, she studied the guests, vastly disappointed that Eric had chosen not to come.

      Anita’s family was hosting a wedding breakfast at Eric’s estate before the bride and groom left for their honeymoon on the continent. The newly married pair left in Lord Kentum’s carriage, while Sarah’s heart yearned for a similar situation between her and Eric.

      Sometime later, she stood under a marquee, the smell of flowers and the sound of laugher floating in the air. She skimmed the surrounding crowd of family and friends, willing the one man she wanted to see to appear.

      How could he not be here! Having given up hope of seeing Eric, she took a bite of cake and decided to at least enjoy the delicious fare on offer. A tittering of conversation went through some of the guests standing nearby, and her skin prickled with awareness. Her attention was pulled across the lawn, and there he stood.

      She sucked in a startled breath at the vision he made. Stylishly dressed despite the absence of a cravat, he was thinner than she remembered, his hair messier, almost bedraggled, in fact. He was no doubt inebriated.

      Sarah swallowed the stab of jealousy, wondering what he’d been up to before coming to express his congratulations to his cousin and her new husband. Still, she found herself unable to tear her eyes from him—even in disarray, he was more devastatingly handsome than she remembered. Her soul sang, and for the first time in months, she felt alive.

      Then a very real worry settled in her belly. His eyes had a desolate blankness to them. She knew the look well, having seen it in the mirror merely two weeks ago. She frowned, seeing him standing against the terrace railing, not focusing on anything at all.

      She watched to see if anyone would engage with him in conversation. People nodded as they passed, but no one stopped to chat. It seemed everyone, including his family, kept their distance from him these days.

      It broke her heart when he threw down his glass of whisky in one gulp and immediately requested another from a passing footman.

      Though she knew she was being a coward, hiding in the marquee behind a gaggle of matrons, she couldn’t cross the lawn to let him know she was there. Still, she could not stand there like a mutant all day.

      Sarah took a calming breath and stepped away from her hidey-hole to approach Lord and Lady Kentum, ostensibly to congratulate them once more. Anita held out her hand as she came toward them before leaning down to whisper in her ear.

      “He is here, Sarah; have you seen him?” Anita scanned the garden in search of her cousin.

      Sarah stood next to her, laughing at her matchmaking antics, and on her wedding day no less. “Yes, and it’s a little troubling to see him like that. I’m starting to doubt he will speak to me; he’s doesn’t seem the most sociable at the moment.”

      Anita squeezed her hand in assurance. “He will, dearest. I know he will.”

      Other guests wanting to wish the couple happy bombarded the newly married pair. Sarah spent the whole time shaking in trepidation, wondering when Eric would notice her. She smiled as Eric’s grandmother walked toward her and kissed her cheek.

      “Sarah, my dear, I thought I would never see you again. Oh, my sweet girl, come give me a hug. I wanted to catch you in the church, but I lost sight of you before I could.” Sarah leaned down and hugged the small but strong woman she had grown to love.

      “You have no idea how happy you’ve made me, seeing you back in London, and at Anita’s wedding breakfast, no less.”

      “I’m happy to be here as well, my lady. I hope you’ve been well.” The dowager countess looked around the gardens. It wasn’t hard to know who she was seeking out.

      “I have kept myself reasonably busy since you went away. It has been a trying year and half, my dear—one I will be glad to forget. But you’re here now, and Anita is now married—perhaps our family’s fortune is turning.”

      Sarah smiled down at her ladyship, hoping the same. “I’m sure it is, my lady.” She paused in thought. “I’m sorry to hear about Lady Earnston and Lady Patricia. I was saddened to hear of the accident.”

      Her ladyship sighed. “It’s a sad tale, my dear—one I’m not going to go into today of all days,” she replied while patting her hand. “Now, make sure you enjoy yourself. This wedding has been a long time coming.”

      Sarah could not agree more. “I can assure you, my lady, I will. Perhaps I could call on you tomorrow?”

      “I would like that, dear. Now if you’ll excuse me, I had better go make my address to the new Marchioness of Kentum.”

      Sarah laughed as the dowager walked away and made a beeline through the guests to Anita’s side. She joined a group of unmarried girls who were conversing beside her and soon lost herself within the flow of conversation, as she waited patiently for fate to show its hand.
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      What in hell was he doing here? Eric had no idea. He gazed scathingly at the throng of guests. His head pounded, and he needed sleep, not to mention a bath. Still, alcohol and idleness were a pleasant way to pass the time when there was nothing to live for.

      He sighed, glancing over to his cousin who glowed with happiness. To see her so was why he’d come. He loved Anita like a sister and wanted to share her day. Well, what was left of it.

      But the notion of being surrounded by happy couples, smiling, laughing, enjoying themselves, was enough to make him bristle with rancor.

      His eyes narrowed as his temper flared. What he really wanted to do was throw something. Punch the lucky bastards who dared to be married and happy. Or better, seduce their women, ruining their marriages in the process, just so they could all be as miserable as he was.

      He tried to sip his drink in a more gentlemanly fashion. He had to be losing it. Of late, he had been finding it harder and harder to keep himself together.

      Eric took another sip of his drink. He wanted to die, no longer wanted to live with the agonizing pain of her absence. An absence that wore on his soul and left it empty.

      He swirled the amber liquid in his glass. He couldn’t do it. And all because he lived with the hope he’d see her again. Unlikely as that now seemed after so long. He would live out this hollow life, and alone, since Sarah was not ever coming back.

      He drank the rest of his brandy, swaying as it hit his nearly empty stomach. A year and a half had passed since she left. There was no longer any hope of seeing her again. His soul severed in two, and he shut his eyes as he tried to push away the pain of such musings. He wanted her back.

      He felt his chest, reassuring himself it was still there. Felt the square like paper beneath the fold of his suit and relaxed.

      The picture of Sarah was never away from his person. So lifelike that it virtually enabled him to visualize touching her, to hear her again. His only link to her was starting to disintegrate from so much handling, and he was silently terrified of losing it.

      His mind wandered back to that day. The missives placed upon his desk after lunch bore nothing of interest until his eyes alighted upon a letter in small, neat, flowing script. He cursed his weakness as his heart jumped when he recognized the sender. He opened it, not really knowing what to expect from her words. Read it repeatedly, devoured and memorized every word she wrote. It was days before he really studied the picture, he was so lost in his grief.

      The vehicles in the picture’s background were unknown to him. They were smooth and glossy, large and small, all in a magnitude of colors. The bridge he knew nothing of stood strong and proud across the Thames, beside the Tower of London. Her clothes and the people around her were also different. It dawned on him immediately that what she said was true—she was not of his time.

      So, she wouldn’t be in London next season. Christ, she wouldn’t be of this realm. And in that moment, his hopes of seeing her again during his lifetime were lost. All that had been holding him together, all that he’d hoped for was gone. He had nothing.

      He nodded to an acquaintance, his mind still on Sarah. He had been such a bastard, wanted nothing but to hurt her. Yes, she had been involved with William’s death, but he could not blame her entirely. William always played the hero, and as much as he loved his brother, it wasn’t Sarah’s fault they fell.

      Eric grabbed another glass of brandy from a passing footman. He shot the drink down, eyes watering from the burning sensation it caused. He had been walking dead for months, day after day of endless emptiness.

      It was enough to push any man to his limits, and he was certainly at the edge. He knew he would have to curtail his downward spiral before he lost it all. But how the hell was he to do that, without her?

      Keeping to the edge of the gathered throng, he realized another meaningless day had passed him by. He should be sociable with his family and acquaintances here, but the ability to be civil was now an absent characteristic in his body’s composition.

      He rubbed his jaw and sighed. He would have to give his felicitations to the happy couple, but that would be the limit of his speech. He had grown fond of the fact that no one spoke to him anymore. He did not want their small-minded, boring chitchat in his ears in any case. All he longed for was to hear one voice above all speak to him, just once more.

      “Hello, Eric.”

      His brandy glass fell unheeded, splashing amber liquid over his boots. Heart in his mouth, he forgot to breathe, seeing the vision before him. The world’s axis tilted and he swore…loudly.

      It was not possible!

      Eric swallowed the lump in his throat as he tried unsuccessfully to steady his shaking hands. Either he had drank more than he thought, or he was now so sick with grief that he was imagining Sarah. He rubbed a hand over his face, thinking to clear his vision. It did not.

      The beautiful apparition in ivory silk was still beside him, smiling up at him…enjoying herself.

      His jaw clenched.

      His grandmother’s comforting hand wrapped about his arm. “Eric, my dear. Say hello to Miss Baxter. She’s returned to London.”

      Unable to comprehend his grandmother’s words, he kept his eyes fixed on Sarah, not willing to look away in fear she would disappear into thin air like a tormenting ghost.

      “Eric, are you well? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Eric’s mouth lifted into a slight grin at his grandmother’s declaration. Out of his peripheral vision, he could see Sarah’s answering smirk. “An angel more like.”

      His grandmother nodded. “Is she not beautiful? Why don’t you take Miss Baxter for a walk and ask her to marry you, and make sure, Eric dear, that she says yes this time. I do so adore family weddings.”

      Eric stilled at his grandmother’s forward suggestion. The matriarch of his family strode away, and he marveled at her gumption.

      Sarah stepped before him, and heat coursed through his blood. “Hello, Miss Baxter.”
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      A flutter of awareness passed over her as she heard the deep tenor of his voice. What an idiot she’d been to think she could live without this man. Silent emotions clashed between them; love, desire, anger, and sorrow all slammed into her with his look.

      What would he do? What would he say? Not entirely sure his reaction to her return would be good, she lifted her chin and met his gaze. Around her, conversations ceased, and it seemed everyone present was waiting to see just what would transpire at their reunion.

      “You took your pretty time coming back.”

      Sarah lost herself in the blue depths of his eyes and saw the unconditional love blazing from them and only for her. His hands came up to caress her cheeks, soft and worshipful, before sliding through her hair, scattering her pins to the floor. She placed her own hand atop his, realizing they were shaking.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Eric shook his head in awe. “I’m the one who’s sorry. God, I’ve missed you.” He took her mouth in a searing kiss, declaring his claim to all who were present. Sarah ignored the startled gasps from guests, including the claps that came from the few Sarah assumed to be Anita and Lord Kentum.

      Sarah inwardly laughed as Eric refused to release her. Not that she minded, as with every caress her soul came back to life. She would let him kiss her all day long if he wanted. She clasped his nape, standing on her toes to enable Eric to deepen the embrace. He was kissing her like a man starved of his life force. Tears burned behind her lids, and she let them fall unheeded.

      Eric broke the kiss as a discreet cough brought them out of their sensual haze. He grinned, his love clear in his eyes. His tightly leashed resolve crumbled, and he hugged her to him, pulled her as close as possible before the laugh she loved as much as life itself sounded beside her ear.

      “I can’t believe it,” he said, rocking her within his arms. “Is it really you? Oh my darling, I didn’t think I would ever see you again.” He frowned as he wiped tears from her cheeks.

      “I’ve missed you, too. I love you. I’m sorry about our fight, about—” Eric kissed her, stemming her apology.

      “Don’t mention that awful day. I’m the one who should apologize. I believe what you told me about where you were from. You know that, don’t you?”

      Sarah nodded.

      “I was a vile cad calling you those filthy names. I never meant a word of it. Please say you forgive me, my love.”

      Sarah threw her arms around him and snuggled into his chest. “Always. I could never stay angry at you for long, as you well know.”

      Eric laughed, the sound carefree and happy. He pulled back and caught her gaze, and Sarah let herself become lost in the blue depths of his eyes. “Marry me?”

      Sarah smiled, allowing him to see how happy the question made her. She ran her fingers over his cheeks, the day’s long stubble prickling her palms, before clasping his dark locks in her hands.

      “Yes, I’ll marry you, my lord.”

      “I don’t deserve you, my love,” he said, kissing her once more.

      “Oh, yes you do.” Sarah squeaked as Eric picked her up, both laughing like children, as he rained kisses on her face. Eventually, Eric set her down and turned to the enthralled crowd.

      “Let it be known this day that Miss Sarah Baxter has done me the greatest honor of accepting my hand in marriage.”

      The guests, though all shocked, could not deny the love between the couple. With this much juicy gossip for tomorrow’s social rounds, all heartily applauded the happy announcement. Eric sobered as his attention returned to her.

      “You are all invited here next Saturday for our wedding.” Sarah laughed as more cheers and congratulations sounded, before Eric led her toward the house. Sarah hastened her steps to keep up with his pace.

      They entered a vacant parlor before continuing down a long corridor. Double glass doors signaled another room, and Eric bowed as he ushered her into the conservatory. She smiled when he dragged her to a cushioned iron sofa, pulling her onto his lap. The air was hot and heady with exotic perfumed plants. Water tinkled from a fountain, hidden behind the abundance of plants.

      Unable to resist, she pulled him into a kiss. He had been gazing at her so adoringly, if she didn’t do something, she would start crying again. How had she survived without him? She pulled away, needing to explain before they started their life together.

      “Eric, I meant what I said. I am sorry for what I’ve put you through all these months. I want you to know I’m staying and I damn well will marry you, so you’d better have meant what you asked me outside.”

      Eric held her close. “You know I did. I missed you.” He was silent for a moment as he regarded her. “I have to confess, it hasn’t been a good time.” Eric cleared his throat. “You’ve obviously heard what happened to my mother and Lady Patricia.”

      “I know everything that has happened in your life to date, Eric. There is nothing you have done that I do not know about. And even knowing all this does not make me love you less.”

      “I felt the biggest bastard after you left. I went through with the marriage because I had no other choice. I wanted to break the understanding, but Patricia would not hear of it. The whole situation was a mess.”

      Sarah kissed him, reassuring him as best she could. “I know.”

      “She deserved better than me, a man who not only didn’t love her but pined for another. My mother confessed her hatred toward you prior to the day of our falling out, and the rage I felt knowing you were their constant nemesis maddened me beyond belief. I couldn’t forgive them.”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Hell, I couldn’t forgive myself, for that matter. I demanded they leave. I practically tossed them out the door. And of course you know what happened to their carriage as they returned to London.”

      Sarah kept silent, waiting for him to finish, knowing he needed to.

      “I’ve spent the last months living in a hellish manner, and I’m not proud of it. I didn’t believe your story, and I lost you, and I killed my mother and wife. I don’t deserve to be happy.”

      Sarah refused to let him speak in such a way. “You do, Eric; don’t ever say that. Why would you believe in time travel? The whole notion is quite absurd.” She smiled. “And as for your mother and Lady Patricia, you weren’t to know what would happen, just like the rest of us. It was an accident. You told me yourself the roads in this part of Kent could be perilous. I will not allow you to blame yourself, not now or ever.

      “We have all acted irrationally out of fear, anger, love, and hate. We have all been fools, but we can’t allow it to impinge on our future together. Let the past rest, my darling. Please do it for me. I don’t care how you’ve lived since I left. I know you love me as I love you, and, as of today, we will begin anew. Agreed?” Smiling, she hugged him and kissed his cheek.

      “I don’t deserve to have you, Sarah. I cannot wait to make you my wife. I love you.”

      Sarah bombarded him with small kisses over his face, desire heating her blood as his laugh rumbled within his tightly muscled chest.

      “Yes you do, my lord. And I love you. So,” Sarah said, pausing to undo his top shirt button, “let me prove it to you.”

      Eric growled, agreeing wholeheartedly as his hands ventured down her waist. “You already have proved it. You came back.”
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      Dear Readers,

      I grew up reading the lush, gothic novels that my grandmother would discreetly hide in her nightstand table. The tattered paperbacks would come spilling out of the covers in a waterfall of dark and stormy covers with fair maidens fleeing shadowy castles. The worlds within those pages, the dark and brooding heroes who sometimes frightened me a little bit with their intensity, were captivating. There was no better way to escape the sweltering heat of a Nebraska summer tucked away in a corner of my grandmother’s house with a torrid (and delightful sensual) gothic novel.

      When I first started writing Stormclyffe, it began as a historical romance, a tale of two star-crossed lovers, but I soon was surprised to realize that wasn’t the story of two lovers, but instead four. The past and the present…the living and the dead. So, as you turn the pages, you will find yourself pining for the lovers of the past, and trapped in the haunted castle with the unlucky descendants who must break an ancient curse or else they’ll suffer the fate of all those who came…and died tragically…before them. I hope you’ll enjoy this blend of historical and modern as you step into the shadows of Stormclyffe Hall. Don’t be afraid if the lights flicker, and glass panes shatter, or the soft breath at the back of your neck belongs to someone you cannot see, there’s no such things as ghosts…right?
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        Weymouth, England, 1811

      

      

      The crash of thunder woke Richard, Earl of Weymouth. The fire in the hearth was low, the embers no longer crackling, and a cold draft pressed in around him as a storm raged outside. Pulling a loose sheet around his hips, he reached across the bed for his wife, who was still weak from bearing him a healthy son a month ago. His hands stopped short as he encountered nothing but the twisted sheets where her body had lain.

      An icy tendril of fear churned in his stomach. She never left their bed when it rained. Storms frightened her. Isabelle usually curled into his side, burying her face against his throat for comfort.

      Heavy rain whipped against the windows, the fierce staccato a warning to stay inside. Wind whistled through the room, teasing tapestries out, then back against the walls as though bodies moved behind them. A rumble of thunder seemed to shake the stones of his ancestral home, Stormclyffe Hall.

      “Isabelle?” he called out. “Love?”

      Only the crash of thunder answered.

      Lightning streaked past the window and illuminated his son’s cradle.

      A sharp cry split the air.

      Richard leaped out of bed, the icy floor stinging his bare feet as he rushed to the cradle. Murmuring soft, sweet words, he lifted his son, Edward, tucking him in the crook of one arm, relieved the babe was safe. He never thought he would be the paternal sort, but Isabelle and their babe brought out the tenderness in him.

      The town viewed his marriage as a disgrace. Earls didn’t marry the daughters of innkeepers. But Richard hadn’t cared. He loved her and would do anything to have her in his life.

      A frown tugged down the corners of his lips. “Where is your mother, Edward?”

      Thunder once again rocked the hall. October storms thrashed the castle and nearby cliffs with a wicked vengeance. Trees were split in half by lightning; the edges of the cliff decayed inward, inching ever closer to the castle. Although the storm this night was no different, something felt wrong. A bite to the air, a sense of dread digging into his spine.

      As the baby’s long eyelashes drowsily settled back down on his plump cheeks, Richard assured himself that the baby’s linens were dry and Edward was content. He brushed his lips over his son’s forehead and set him back in the cradle.

      When he stepped back, glancing out the window that overlooked the sea, his blood froze. A feminine silhouette clambered through the rock outcroppings by the cliff’s edge.

      Even from a distance, he knew with a horrifying certainty it was Isabelle.

      It was madness to be outside, alone by the cliffs. She knew the dangers, knew the soft dirt around the cliffs crumbled into the sea. Only the year before, a boy from the village had fallen to his death when the ground by the edge gave way.

      “Isabelle!” he gasped, the single intake of air burning his chest as though fire had erupted within.

      Before he had time to move, the sky blackened, his vision robbed of light.

      When lightning again bathed the rocks, Isabelle was gone.

      His stomach clenched with a fear so profound, it flayed open his chest with poison-tipped claws.

      Shouting for his cloak and boots, he raced from the room. The nurse emerged from down the hall, her white cap askew, and gray hair frizzing out from under the edges.

      “Take charge of the baby!” he yelled as he ran past her.

      She nodded and hurried to his room.

      His valet, followed by several footmen, raced to his aid, carrying clothes. He snatched them and dressed as he ran, his men right behind him dashing through the deluge.

      When they reached the cliffs, there was no sign of Isabelle.

      “My lord!” a footman by the edge shouted.

      Afraid to look, yet unable to tear his eyes away, Richard stared down to where the man’s finger pointed. The black shadow of Isabelle’s cloak caught on a razor-thin piece of rock, fluttering madly like a bat’s wing. Lightning slashed above them, its terrible light revealing a dark smear beneath the cloak’s erratic movements.

      Blood. Isabelle’s blood. Had she jumped to her death?

      “No!” A crash of thunder swallowed his roar of despair.

      He dove for the edge, wanting to follow her into the frothing gray seas. A cloak smeared with blood. All that remained of his wife.

      He’d fought too hard to win her love, her trust. They’d suffered through too much together, to be divided now. He couldn’t raise Edward alone.

      “No…please, no.” The pleading came from the bottom of his soul, torn from his heart.

      She was gone.

      Strong arms hauled Richard back from the ledge, pinning him to the earth.

      “It is too late, my lord. She’s gone.”

      She was his Isabelle, his heart…

      Why had she jumped? Had she been unhappy? It couldn’t be that. He would have known, and he would have done anything in his power to make her happy.

      “We must find her,” he told the men standing around him.

      An older man, Richard’s head gardener, shook his head. “We can’t search in this weather, and her body will be gone by the time the storm ends. But we’ll try to find what we can on the morrow, if you wish.”

      “I do,” Richard growled. Despair was replaced with vengeance.

      He faced Stormclyffe. Lightning laced the skies behind it in a white, delicate pattern. The centuries-old castle loomed out of the darkness, a defensive wolf with the battlements as its bared teeth.

      It didn’t matter that his infant son waited in a lonely cradle, eager for the loving touch of his remaining parent.

      Richard was lost.

      He wanted nothing to do with the life he’d had, the riches, the earldom. He despised it all. Every blessed memory he ever had that reminded him of Isabelle made him furious. She was gone from his life forever. He could not bring himself to dwell on his son; it only cleaved his chest in two. His love, his heart, was being battered against the rocks below.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Weymouth, England, Present Day

      

      

      Blood splashed against white porcelain, the ruby-red liquid spreading outward in a chaotic pattern.

      Jane Seyton hissed, clutching her leg. The cut burned like the devil. She slapped a palm over the sliced flesh, but crimson liquid seeped through her fingers. She set down her razor and reached for the shower nozzle, aiming it at the red streaks, washing them down the drain. A thin trail of red still trickled down the tub’s edge, and she blasted with the nozzle again, desperately trying to erase the unsettling sight of her own blood.

      She hobbled out of the shower, rummaging through her makeup bag until she found a Band-Aid.

      Her room in the tiny inn was quiet, the silence thick and a little unsettling. She hummed to break up the suffocating lack of noise.

      It had been a tiring journey from Cambridge to the small, desolate coast near Weymouth in southern England. The White Lady Inn had an almost macabre wooden sign, a silhouetted woman in white standing at the edge of a vast cliffside, her dress billowing out to sea in a cloud of smokelike swirls. It swung above the door and creaked with the slightest breeze. Despite the inn being situated between a lively pub and a quaint grocery store, there seemed to be a zone of quiet within the inn itself. Her room was a drab little place, with a narrow bed and whitewashed walls.

      The same family had owned this inn for over two hundred years, passing it down from generation to generation. It was only natural that the place had seen better days and could use a little work. Yet, the awful silence made her skin tingle. She’d hardly slept last night, jumping at every small creak and groan. Taking herself to task, she’d consciously reminded herself that older places made such noises as the wood and stone settled into place.

      Today she was driving up to the old castle-like manor house, Stormclyffe Hall, where she was going to meet the owner, the ninth Earl of Weymouth. After several emails back and forth, he’d reluctantly given her permission to tour the grounds along with other visitors but made no mention of getting access to the house’s historical papers. Her dissertation was on the tragic stories of some of Britain’s ancient castles and manor houses, with a particular emphasis on Stormclyffe and its effect on Weymouth. Her committee chair, Dr. Blackwell, had given her two weeks to find sources to supplement her theories on Stormclyffe Hall. Since the last four years of research footwork had been done on this one particular castle, she couldn’t switch the focus easily to another location. If she couldn’t get what she needed, she wouldn’t get Blackwell’s approval and she’d have to start her dissertation, for a PhD in history, over completely.

      In order to complete her research, she had to find out what actually happened to the current earl’s ancestors, Richard and his wife, Isabelle, who’d both died under mysterious circumstances. Rumor had it Isabelle had committed suicide. People claimed to have seen her ghost walking the cliffs. Richard had been found one foggy morning shortly thereafter sprawled in his study, a broken brandy glass next to his body. He had apparently drunk himself to an early grave a shortly after his wife’s passing. The locals claimed the earl’s spirit was trapped within the walls of his castle, restlessly searching for his dead wife, his mournful cries piercing the air on windless nights.

      What Jane hadn’t told the current earl or anyone else was the more personal reason for her focus on Stormclyffe Hall. Ever since she’d seen an old photo of it, she felt an almost mystical pull. Lately she couldn’t seem to focus on anything else.

      The hall whispered to her on the darkest of nights, with soft murmurs and teasing visions just as she began to fall asleep. Before dawn, she’d awaken, hands trembling with the feel of heavy stones against her palms, her heart racing and lips drawn back in a scream as though she’d fallen from the cliffs herself. What she felt, however, in each and every dream she had lately were hands shoving at her lower back, pushing her over the edge against her will.

      The obsession with Stormclyffe had cost her so much already. The months of work on her dissertation were now at risk of being set aside if she couldn’t find primary sources. It would be back to square one if she had to pick another castle and start all of her initial research over again, but that wasn’t the worst of it. Her fiancé Tim had broken off their engagement and ended their two-year relationship, telling her he found her obsession with the castle “creepy” and that he worried she was mentally unstable.

      But Jane’s dreams made her wonder if the young countess hadn’t jumped but been pushed by…someone. And that was the root of her obsession. The nightmares were slowly driving her mad, and she knew she had to get to the bottom of what happened to Isabelle if she ever hoped to find peace. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could stand waking up every night gasping for breath and her bones aching as though they’d been smashed upon saltwater-covered rocks. The last few months she and Tim had been together, her dreams had grown increasingly vivid and terrifying, and they’d woken him up as well.

      The beginning of the end.

      She would never forget the look on his face, the tightness to his eyes and the way his lips pursed as he’d held out his hand and asked for his engagement ring back. His bags were packed and sitting by the door, and he’d left within minutes of destroying her life and all of her hopes for the future. Their future.

      With a little sigh, she smoothed her left thumb over the base of her naked fourth finger. Even after four months, she still felt bare without it. A splinter of pain shot through her chest, and she clenched her fist, avoiding looking at her hand anymore. She rubbed a towel through her hair before blow-drying it. She could have used a flat iron to tame the mess of dark waves, but she’d fried that when she first arrived in England and plugged it into the wall socket with a converter that hadn’t worked properly. She’d never gotten around to buying another one.

      Not that it mattered. Given that her academic pursuits tended to involve panels of older, balding male professors in tweed jackets, she rarely bothered with her looks. Her current mission, though, required a more professional touch to her hair and wardrobe. She figured if she looked fashionable and presentable, it might help further her research goals. Easier said than done. She was fully aware she wasn’t the sort of woman men fawned over, but her dissertation depended on access to the earl’s family archives, and she’d get dolled up if it would help make sure he didn’t change his mind about letting her pry into his papers.

      The current earl had proved initially reluctant to allow her access to his family history, but when she’d persisted through a deluge of emails and letters, he’d reluctantly said she’d be welcome to tour the grounds along with other tourists once the remodeling was over. That had been four months ago. Stormclyffe didn’t have a website to clue her in on whether the grounds were open to tourists or not, but the remodeling had to be done by now. She couldn’t wait any longer. And she wasn’t going to take no for an answer on getting into those original sources from the current earl.

      A smile tugged at her lips.

      Sebastian Carlisle, the ninth Earl of Weymouth. A rich playboy with the world at his fingertips. Of course he was tall, with gorgeous, dark blond hair like melted gold and eyes the shade of cinnamon. By all reports, his life consisted of fast cars, leggy models with perfect hair, and wealth beyond imagining. The man was definitely not her type, but she needed to impress him if she was to stay at the castle and work.

      Her internet searches also revealed a fair amount about him, aside from his romantic entanglements, and she’d been impressed. With a PhD in history from Cambridge and degrees in numerous foreign languages, he showed a surprising amount of scholarship. Despite his flashy lifestyle, he’d helped push for preservation of historical landmarks throughout Britain and was a member of the Royal Historical Society.

      His town house in London was rumored to have one of the country’s best library collections, second only to other collections in aristocratic homes like Althorp, home to the ninth Earl Spencer. Even she had to admit that despite  reputation as the most seductive man in all of England, and he might also be one of the smartest.

      She slipped into her favorite pair of jeans and a comfortable pair of black boots before donning a thick, gray, cable-knit sweater. Back home in Charleston, the weather would be light and warm, but the English coast was always cold in late October. Sea spray drifted far into town, sinking into her bones through the walls of the White Lady Inn.

      Though it was still early afternoon, the sky outside her room dimmed as the low-hanging clouds drifted off the sea, dragging their vast looming shapes through the town and blocking out the sun’s illumination. A chill seeped through the glass of the window, frosting the edges with dew that pebbled around the panes.

      A sudden knot gathered at the base of her skull, the tiny hairs on the back of her neck rising. The air inside was now as cold as outside. Her breath exhaled in a cottony puff, and her skin tingled with a strange sensation. Her muscles tensed in response as though her body expected something to happen. If she hadn’t known without a doubt that she was alone, she would have sworn someone was watching her.

      She pushed the unsettling thought aside and retrieved her briefcase and purse. Tucked safely inside were her notebook and the latest letter she’d received last week from Sebastian Carlisle. She’d memorized every word.

      Dear Ms. Seyton,

      Thank you for your interest and inquiry into the Carlisle ancestral home, Stormclyffe Hall. As its caretaker and heir, I am very pleased that my ancestry has found merit in the esteemed Cambridge halls from where you write.

      Your dissertation subject is a very interesting one, and I do see how it might benefit your study to have access to my family’s documents, and I would welcome your educated account of my home. However, I am currently overseeing the restoration of Stormclyffe, which includes the preservation of those documents that you seek, and having a scholar under the roof while that roof is being mended might prove distracting for both you and the restoration staff.  You are more than welcome to visit once the restorations have been thoroughly completed. However, any access to personal and private papers and documents that are the property of my family are not open for public viewing. Weymouth has an excellent library with plenty of sources you might consider as an alternative avenue for research.

      Please feel free to contact me, or the office of my steward Mr. John Knowles, in the future should you have any other questions.

      Sincerely,

      Weymouth

      Jane’s heart skittered. Weymouth. He hadn’t even bothered to sign his usual title “Earl of Weymouth.” Just Weymouth. It rolled off the tongue so nicely.

      It had taken a half-dozen letters to his office and more than thirty emails to finally get his attention. His reply letter had been very British, polite and yet firm. It was obvious he didn’t want her to come, at least not in her capacity as a researcher, but only as a tourist. Ha! He had no idea what he was in for. She was going to get into those documents.

      The drive to Stormclyffe was beyond breathtaking. Weymouth was a charming harbor town, dotted with multicolored buildings that faced the edge of the water inlets like merry greeters. The forest of sailboat masts rose and fell as the sea rippled beneath the boats, lifting and dropping them in an endless waltz that enchanted her as she drove past. It was a place she could see herself living in for the rest of her life. She loved the idea of the cozy little place nestled next to the vast acreage of the Weymouth estate. She looked forward to leaving Stormclyffe on little breaks to pop down to the city and eat at the local pubs or visit the little shops and historical sites.

      She drove past Weymouth Beach. The jubilee clock at the edge of the parking lot separated the beach from the shops and businesses. Its blue-and-red painted tower held the clock aloft for the residents to see the time at a distance. It painted a beautiful image, the clock at the edge of the shore, facing both sea and village. It stood as a silent sentinel over the flock of tourists that frolicked on the sand and in the shallows.

      The twenty-minute drive to the estate took her on a narrow road that paralleled the edge of the coast. Although it was October, the grass was still green on the hillsides, and storm clouds were only a vague outline on the horizon.  The landscape gave way to a slowly rising hill and a mass of distant trees, gnarled and knotted together tight as thorns. Just beyond was a glimpse of the castle. It was a massive edifice that stood stark against the sky and trees, towering over the fields, and she couldn’t help but stare.

      The countless photographs she’d collected over the years hadn’t prepared her for the raw beauty and power of the structure. The worn battlements were still fully intact, facing the sea like warriors, ever defiant in the face of nature’s force on the coast. The steep cliffs merely half a mile from the castle loomed, dark and threatening.

      No fence lined the cliff edges. No warning signs guided visitors away except one that read Private Property. Heavy Fines for Trespassing. She repressed an achy shiver as a cloud stole across the sun’s path, dimming all light.

      The gray stones of Stormclyffe stood stalwart and proud, challenging her to drive closer. The road turned to gravel and thinned even more, leaving only enough space for her car.

      Sheer desolation seemed to pour off the structure as she pulled into the castle’s front drive. If not for the five work vehicles that obviously belonged to various handymen, she would have thought the castle was devoid of all life.

      Strands of hair stung her face as the wind whipped it about. There was an unsettling silence on the grounds, like something unnatural muffled the sound of the sea. No crashing waves, only the violence of the wind against the castle’s stones.

      The house seemed to be wrapped in an invisible layer of thick wool, where sight and smell were dulled. The wind’s icy fingers crawled along her shoulder blades and dug into her hair, making her tense. The castle walls were pitted with small chinks in the stones like fathomless obsidian eyes that stared at her, sized her up, and found her wanting.

      The hairs rose on the back of her neck. The eerie sensation of eyes fixed on her back sent a cold wave of apprehension over her skin. She whipped around to look at the deserted landscape, suddenly fighting off a rush of panic at being alone out here.

      Her heartbeat froze for a brief moment. A woman in a long white nightgown, hair loose down to her waist, stood hesitantly on the cliff’s edge, half turned toward the sea. She stared at Jane. Her skin was grayish, and her eyes were shadowed with black circles as though she hadn’t slept in years. Something wasn’t right about the way she looked, or the fact that the nightgown looked far too old in style for any modern woman to be wearing. Not to mention a woman in a nightgown in broad daylight wasn’t right either…

      Sadness filled Jane’s chest, choking her. It was as if she were infused with the same lonely desperation evident on the woman’s face. Surprisingly, Jane felt no fear, merely the overwhelming grief that had come the moment she locked eyes with the woman. As though pulled by an unseen force, she took a step in the woman’s direction. The skies above darkened to a black, thunderous storm on the verge of breaking. Before she could get any closer, black roots burst forth from the rocks below the woman’s slippered feet, winding up her calves and digging into her skin like thorns.

      Jane had no time to react—her breath caught in her throat as the woman’s eyes widened. Jane struggled to move, but her body wouldn’t obey. Every muscle was tensed and yet frozen like stone. The woman opened her mouth, a silent scream ricocheting off the insides of Jane’s skull. Then the thorny roots pulled her off the edge of the cliffs and into the sea.

      “No!” A gasp escaped Jane’s lips, barely above a whisper. Her skin broke out in goose bumps, and she shook her head, trying to clear it of what she’d just seen. Her hand shot to clutch her necklace, a pendant gifted to her by her grandmother.

      Before she could even run to the edge, a voice cut through her shock. “She isn’t real. Just a phantom.” The quiet voice intruded on her terror.

      She glanced over her shoulder. A handsome man in his mid-thirties dressed as a gardener approached, carrying a pair of huge shears. The sight was so unexpected after what she’d just witnessed that she wasn’t quite sure how to react. Brown eyes studied her with a mixture of pity and concern.

      “What did you say?”

      The man sighed, set his shears down, leaning them against his knee while he rubbed his palms on his brown work pants.  “What you saw there, was the lady in white. She’s haunted these cliffs since her death.”

      Her death? The woman she’d just seen was a…ghost?

      “You believe in ghosts?” Jane turned her face once more to the cliffs.

      The gardener turned his head toward the sea, his eyes focusing on something from the past. “I believe that evil leaves its mark on a place. Burns itself in the stones so deep that only something truly pure and good can get it out. These old stones have so much evil buried in them, I doubt the castle will ever rest. It isn’t safe here, not for you.” The gardener bent to pick up his shears again. “You should go, return to wherever you’ve come from, and forget this place.”

      She swallowed, a metallic taste still thick in her throat, focusing back on the gardener. “How often have you seen her? The lady in white?” Even as she spoke, the image of the woman’s face flashed across her mind, and a chill swept through her entire body. She rubbed her hands over her arms.

      He shrugged, eyes facing the cliffs as he answered, “She appears there on the cliffs whenever her kin return home.”

      She looked toward the hall, trying to bury the memory of sorrow and fear on the ghost’s face. Anyone else might have been panicking after having just seen what she’d seen. But the nightly visions plaguing her had slowly forced her to accept that there were things beyond her explanation. Like ghosts.

      “So the earl is here?” The earl was in residence. This was good news. She had been a little worried that he might be monitoring the estate from London.

      “Yes. Arrived a seven months ago. Been trying to restore the place. Not much good will it do. The ghosts are stirring again. He’s upset the balance.”

      “The balance?” A sense of warning niggled at the back of her head, but she forced herself to ignore it—and to ignore the sense that she was losing her mind.

      The gardener appeared to really see her for the first time. “The balance. Between the evil and the good. Evil rules the castle. Stalks the halls and torments those who dare to live inside.”

      Icy fingers raked down Jane’s back.

      “Is Lord Weymouth in danger? Being in the house?” It only occurred to her after she asked that the gardener might be right, and she might be in danger, too.

      The gardener looked out to sea, his eyes dark. “I don’t know. But if you plan to stay here, watch yourself, miss. Evil isn’t always what you’d expect. It can take many forms.” His voice dropped. “Many forms.”

      He turned and walked away. The momentary comfort his presence provided her vanished as she gazed upon his retreating form.

      She wanted to know what he meant, but she doubted she’d get much more from him. She turned her attention back to the castle. The high windows reflected the sunlight as it started to peek out from the clouds.

      The image of the lady in white flashed through her mind again, blinding her to the present for a brief instant. Her heart clenched in sadness, and fear rippled through her in tiny little waves, enough to keep her on edge. Had she witnessed a true apparition, or had her own imagination run away with her? She’d half hoped her dreams of being pushed from the cliffs had been only nightmares, yet that woman looked so familiar.

      She had always believed in supernatural things. She was no longer a practicing Catholic in the churchgoing sense, but her faith was strong enough that she respected the truth that there were things in this world she couldn’t understand. Like ghosts. And now she was going to enter a place bleeding with evil. She reached up to clutch the medallion of the archangel Michael that hung around her neck. The metal was warm from lying against her skin. It was a small comfort in the face of the looming castle and the fears of what might lurk in its shadows.
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      He was cursed. There was no other explanation for it. Bastian Weymouth glared at the expensive toilet in his bathroom. Arms crossed over his chest, he shot a glance at the portly plumber who quivered in the doorway.

      “What has you so agitated? I see nothing wrong.” Bastian studied the room again, searching for signs of the disaster that the plumber insisted had taken place just a few minutes before he’d run to find Bastian.

      The plumber gulped and took a deep breath. “The toilet was in place, and I was just tightening the pipes when the water exploded out of the bowl. It flooded the whole room!” The plumber waved his wrench about.

      Bastian’s displeasure deepened. The room wasn’t wet. There wasn’t one drop of water outside the bowl to confirm the plumber’s story.

      “I swear on my life, my lord! Water up to my ankles.” The plumber jabbed at his pants where it showed the fabric soaked clear through up to his calves.

      Yet the entire room was completely dry, and the plumber had only fetched him a moment ago to explain the flooding. Flooding, which by all appearances, hadn’t ever occurred.

      It was just one more irritation in a long line of complications that had occurred during the renovations, which began when he’d moved back to Weymouth and Stormclyffe seven months ago, after his family’s fifty-year absence. Roofs leaking in newly patched areas, windowpanes shattering just hours after being installed, birds finding their way inside and dying when they broke their necks against the walls trying to escape. There were even workers talking about seeing a woman in a white dress along the cliffs. He’d never seen anything like that here. It was utter nonsense, but the list went on from there, each thing more frustrating than the last. All of it worsened the superstitions of the locals, especially the ones he had hired to repair everything. If he could just get the repairs completed, all of the superstitious nonsense would have to stop. The mutterings of “cursed” as he walked past local shops in the town would have to stop, too. He was tired of the black label his family bore in Weymouth because of the tragedies in their ancestral past. Restoring Stormclyffe, fixing it was the key. Something deep inside him compelled him to save the Hall. It was an almost tangible need to see the broken glass panes of the windows mended, the rooms dusted, and the broken stones replaced. Maybe returning the Hall to its former glory would make it look less like a tourist attraction for ghost hunters, and would make the townspeople stop spreading tales about it. Then he might have a chance at a somewhat normal life, rather than be the target of village gossip.

      His grandmother had been convinced that if he could fix Stormclyffe, there would be no more problems, no more tragedies, no more lost loved ones, like his father.

      “It is fine, Mr. Tibbs. I’ll compensate you for your services. I trust you’ll stay here to see to the remaining water closets?”

      “Thank you, my lord, but I have to say I don’t feel comfortable staying here after dusk.” The portly man shifted on his feet, eyes darting around the lavish bathroom. “I’ll return first thing in the morning.”

      Bastian didn’t blame him. It was obvious Tibbs was a superstitious sort, and given the bloody history of Stormclyffe…well, that wasn’t a surprise. Bastian’s newly married grandparents had fled the castle in 1962 after an upstairs maid was found hanging from the rafters of the great hall. And they hadn’t been the first to leave over the Hall’s last two centuries.

      The authorities hadn’t been able to figure out how the girl had gotten out to the center beam to hang herself; there was no way it could be reached without an impossibly tall ladder. Yet the maid had been discovered swinging all the same. Nessy Harper, the victim, had been a local girl, and his family’s reputation with the nearby town had been blackened. The coroner’s report had read suicide, but there had been talk about his grandfather driving Nessy to it in some sort of doomed love affair. Bastian knew it was nonsense, but it didn’t make the sting to his family’s honor and pride any less significant.

      Bastian’s grandmother, who’d spent her last days in their London town house, had died murmuring about Nessy. He grimaced at the memory of her last moments when he’d been alone with her.

      “Beware the shadows Bastian…they hold evil. Stay away from the castle. Poor sweet Nessy, milk-white eyes…she was so scared… Touch not the heart of evil… What once was broken must be mended.” The frail old woman exhaled her last breath, and six-year-old Bastian had screamed in terror at being left alone with a dead woman. Her words had never made sense, but he’d always wondered if she’d meant that the castle shouldn’t lay empty and crumbling. His grandparents had been the last heirs to live in the castle after all, and the guilt of leaving it behind might have weighed upon her in her final hours. Many people suffered from delusions and superstitions in their twilight years.

      “Tibbs, I’ll pay triple your price if you get this toilet up and running before sunset.”

      The plumber’s eyes bugged out in surprise. He nodded and rushed off to collect more tools.

      Bastian left the water closet and headed back downstairs, ignoring the chaos of repair people and staff he’d hired to help with the upkeep of the castle.

      “My lord,” his butler, Randolph, announced. “The stone mason has finished repairing his work on the bell tower, but he said to advise you that if you wish to have the bell working properly you’ll need to replace the clappers since all of the bells are missing them.”

      “Fine. I’ll add it to the list of things I need to fix.”

      When Bastian turned to leave, his butler coughed politely. “One more thing, my lord. You have a visitor. I put her in the red drawing room.”

      Bastian cocked an eyebrow and scowled. “A visitor?” That was the last thing he needed.

      Randolph swallowed, his eyes shifting away. “Er, yes. She said she is here to do research on the house, and you invited her in a letter. She’s American.”

      American? For a second he couldn’t imagine who Randolph was talking about. When the butler handed him the letter in question, obviously taken from the visitor, he studied it.

      “Er…Yes. I remember.” He scanned the note he’d hastily written several months ago. It all came back, the numerous e-mails and phone calls from the American woman named Jane Seyton. He’d asked her to wait until renovations were complete before she visited, yet here she was, showing up in the middle of numerous disasters. He’d made it abundantly clear she wasn’t allowed any access to his family’s archives. Apparently Americans didn’t understand blunt honesty. No surprise. He crumpled the letter in his fist, failing to quell the sudden frustration.

      As if superstitious workmen weren’t enough to cause him trouble, having the American here would prove to be one more irritation. She would have to be supervised to make sure she didn’t pry into his family’s documents and that nothing was taken intentionally from the house.

      Randolph cleared his throat. “Will she be staying here, my lord? I can have a room prepared immediately.”

      Stay here? Surely he couldn’t let the woman stay in the castle. Bastian was about to declare as much when something out of the corner of his eye flickered. A shadow at the edge of his vision seemed to be creeping along the wall toward him. He turned and focused in the direction he’d glimpsed it, but all signs of the shadow were gone.

      I’m seeing things, too, blast it! These workmen are driving me to madness as well. He rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger.

      “My lord?” Randolph prompted, which made Bastian realize he must have been silent for several moments. The shadows had him on edge. Perhaps it would be nice to have a bit of company, if only she wasn’t a bloody American. Given the rumors of ghosts and other such childish stories, most of the staff at Stormclyffe refused to stay overnight. Only Randolph and a few of the loyal staff from London remained after dark.

      “I shall meet with her. She will not be staying here.”

      Jane Seyton was sure to be like every other historian he’d met and probably as stubborn as one of the Queen’s corgis with a bone. Given half the chance, she’d run off to the nearest garden and bury his secrets where only she could find them. He didn’t like anyone having that power over him.

      Well, he did have a way with women. If she proved too troublesome in getting her to leave, he’d simply seduce her. There wasn’t a woman born yet that would say no to an invitation to dinner if the Earl of Weymouth asked her. No doubt she was a lonely little bookworm, probably wearing spectacles and never been kissed. The idea was almost charming. He smirked as he headed toward the drawing room. If he wanted her gone by nightfall, she’d be gone and all it would cost him was dinner.

      When he reached the drawing room and laid a palm on the heavy oak door, it swung open revealing the rich red- and gold-papered walls and dust covered furniture. He hadn’t had the chance to visit every room in the castle in the last seven months, since he’d been here sparingly, and he had definitely not been into this one. Randolph had been overseeing the cleanup of the rooms upon Bastian’s instructions and given the number of rooms, many had yet to be opened.

      Personally, he had been avoiding this room because it was the only room in the castle where a portrait of Isabelle hung. His grandmother had said looking upon Isabelle’s face was bad luck, and since Stormclyffe had been abandoned for longer than he’d been alive, he’d never had the chance to find out himself if it was true. But now, seeing his ancestor for the first time…he was arrested at the sight.

      There on the wall was the infamous woman whose swan dive off the cliffs had tainted his family’s lives forever. Bastian studied the portrait for a moment. A fair-skinned woman with a hint of rose in her cheeks gazed out from the layers of oil with serious gray eyes. Her pale blue gown molded to her curves, and waves of rich ebony hair tumbled down her shoulders to tease the tops of her breasts. There was a curious expression on her face. She was happy, but wariness lurked in the depths of her eyes, as though she expected to lose her joy at any moment.

      Below the painting, a flesh-and-blood woman stood with her back to him. Windblown hair, dark as a raven’s wing, spiraled down her back in enticing waves. He had the sudden urge to thread his fingers through the silken strands and shape her full curves with his other hand. A curious burning settled deep in his bones, and a ringing filled his ears as visions of him pinning her to a bed filled his mind. Wild, erotic thoughts tumbled through him, stealing his breath before he regained control and focused on his visitor again.

      As though she’d heard his lustful thoughts, the woman turned to face him, cheeks flaming. She couldn’t have known what he was thinking.  His hand dropped from the door handle, and his jaw slackened in shock.

      The dreamy gray eyes fixed on him were identical to the eyes of the woman painted above her. Noble, high cheekbones, curving brows, a sensual mouth made for kisses, and that nose, both delicate and impish, a perfect fit for the face of the woman before him. Her inky-black tresses and curves designed perfectly for a man’s hands made her a living memory of a woman centuries gone.

      Dear God… He repeated the words in his head over and over, mesmerized by the closeness of their shared features.

      “You must be Lord Weymouth. I’m Jane Seyton.”

      The woman strode over to him, hand outstretched. Without thinking, he took it. Heat flared between them. He inhaled sharply.

      She dropped his hand and retreated a step, her eyes wide. Had she felt the same jolt he had?

      “I sent you a letter explaining that there couldn’t be visitors here until renovations were complete. I also told you that I wouldn’t let you see any of my family’s documents.” He grunted, but his gaze kept straying to the portrait behind her, comparing her features to Isabelle’s. There was no obvious difference, and that alone had him blinking.

      “I waited four months. I assumed the renovations were complete…” Her gaze darted around the room, and she seemed to hesitate as though mentally kicking herself for believing the work would be done so soon. “If you’d only let me see the documents, I could be out of here in a week at most, I swear. I just need enough to be able to write a publishable thesis.”

      For some reason, her reaction angered him. He didn’t want her here when the castle wasn’t looking as it should. It was a reflection of him and his family, and to have her intrude was strange, even unsettling. A rush of temper overcame him—one he didn’t know he could possess. The powerful emotion was almost foreign, as though not entirely his own.

      “Are all of you Americans like this? Barge into a man’s home, seeking evidence of scandals that ruined his family for two centuries? Have you no thought to how that destroys my family’s fragile reputation?” he growled low through clenched teeth.

      Her lips thinned, and the color in her cheeks faded. She looked pale, vulnerable, as though his outburst had upset her.

      Her lovely eyes disappeared from his view as her gaze dropped to the floor. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize it would be such an inconvenience.” She sounded genuinely apologetic.

      With a heavy sigh, he let his tense shoulders drop. “I apologize for my harsh reply, Miss Seyton. But really, you must leave. I am having trouble with the workmen, and we keep running into problems.”

      Her face brightened, gray eyes sparkling with energy again. “I need this, Lord Weymouth. If I can’t find primary sources to accompany my assertions on the effect of the tragedies of Stormclyffe on the Weymouth community, my committee chair won’t approve of my paper, and I’d have to start over on a totally new topic. I wouldn’t be in your way. I’ll stick to the libraries, the attics. That sort of thing. I could help you, if you like. I’m handy at quite a few things, not just research.”

      An odd stirring deep in Bastian turned his irritation at her into something different so quickly he barely had time to acknowledge it.

      Desire.

      Caught in slow-building currents of fascination and hunger for this complete and total stranger, he wanted to see if her handiness extended to activities between the sheets. She seemed to glow with a repressed sexuality, a woman unaware of her appeal. This was not the bookish woman he’d expected. Whatever he’d envisioned she would be like, perhaps wearing a tweed dress suit, spectacles perched on her nose, and a prim chignon, she was certainly not that.

      There was something natural about her that appealed to him. She wore no makeup, and she was lovelier for it. Her somewhat casual attire looked comfortable, yet sophisticated. Quite unlike any of the women he had dated in the past. She was a woman who wouldn’t wear a slinky dress and strappy high heels. Her sensuality was the sort that would flower before him when he had her naked on a bed.

      What an image that was!

      It took every ounce of his willpower to convince his body that a physical response was not a good idea. He closed the door and leaned back against it, examining her face, trying desperately to focus on it and not the rest of her body.

      “Why do you care so much about the history of this place? I know from your letters you’ve never been here before. Why Stormclyffe? Why the obsession over people who are dead and gone? You can’t change the past.” In that brief instant, Bastian wondered who he was trying to convince: himself or her. He didn’t know.

      She turned away, moving about the room. She paused to pick up a framed photograph of his grandparents. Dust from the shelf, disturbed by her movement, wove through the streaks of sunlight coming in from the windows.

      “There’s something about Stormclyffe. It calls to me.” Another blush highlighted her face, accenting her lovely cheeks. “I want to learn everything about it and uncover its secrets. You have to let me stay. Please.”

      He snatched a photograph out of her hand, clutching it to his chest with one palm. “Ms. Seyton.”

      “Jane.”

      It disturbed him. He couldn’t get a read on this woman, couldn’t decide why she was so interested in his home. It was obvious that her desire to stay wasn’t just out of a scholarly interest. There was something more there, but she wouldn’t tell him…yet.

      He set the photograph aside on a shelf above her reach.

      “What secrets do you think lurk in my home, Jane?” His voice caressed her name, hoping his silky tone would crumble her defenses a little. He had to regain command of the situation.

      She nibbled her bottom lip, and a wave of arousal slammed into him like a freight train. A thousand delicious thoughts flashed through his head of what he’d like to do to those lips. He practically had to shake his head to clear it of the growing lust. What was wrong with him? He’d never been so out of control before. No better than a young man with his first girl, he couldn’t keep his thoughts away from her and her body.

      “Well?” He had the sudden desire to corner her, catch her, claim her. It had been ages since the predatory urge to seduce a woman had overtaken him. Bastian fought off his rising desire to unravel the puzzle she presented. Who was Jane Seyton? Sexy, yet innocent graduate student, or was she Mata Hari determined to seduce his secrets out of him for her own gain?

      She pirouetted on her toe with all the grace of a ballerina and followed the line of bookshelves, one finger leaving a line in the dusty wood near the faded spines of the books.

      “Jane,” he growled and cornered her at the end of the left side of the drawing room.

      “Hmm?” She spun to face him, eyes widening at him as he glared down at her. She was short, and he towered over her by a good eight inches.

      His voice dropped from a growl to a husky whisper. “My family’s history is an unhappy one, and it is crucial I maintain what little dignity the dead have left. I need to know why you want to dig up the past. And don’t feed me any stories about your dissertation. I know there’s another reason you are here.”

      When she opened her mouth to protest, he placed his finger over her lips. They weren’t pouty or full like most women he considered beautiful, but rather were a pale pink and petal soft. Lust exploded through him, an inferno of heat and insanity, a coiled whip striking his body, screaming for release. Again that sense of being controlled, as though a foreign entity had taken him over. He continued to touch her mouth.

      He rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip, imagining his tongue licking it before sliding inside. “I can’t have you underfoot, writing your ghost stories, unless you can give me a bloody good reason to let you. And I hate ghost stories.” He wanted to pin her against the wall and kiss her until she couldn’t remember her name. The thought was so out of place, so unexpected.

      How was it possible to know that if he were to kiss just beneath the delicate line of her jaw, she would purr like a kitten? Or if he were to rock his hips into hers that she would arch her back and demand a kiss so deep they both would be gasping for air? It should have worried him that he knew just what to do to please her, but he was too lost in this moment, this heady rush of need and fire for her.

      Her eyes, like the turbulent seas, flashed in ire.

      A pinprick of light just behind her head burst into view, glowing and pulsing like an icy heart. He tore his eyes from Jane’s face and stared in shock at the light as it grew. His lips parted, but it shot straight at him before he could make a sound. The light engulfed him and something rammed into him, rippled through his limbs, and took control.

      He became a visitor in his own body, forced to watch from a distance, only feeling and seeing what the thing inside him wished him to experience. Fighting for a long moment against his loss of control, he finally surrendered, and the thing within took over fully, drawing him in, merging his consciousness with some unknown being.

      “Isabelle!” A hoarse cry tore from his lips, yet the voice wasn’t his.

      There was no stopping it. A harsh passion seized him, and he pulled her body tight to his, pinning her wrists at her sides as he took her mouth. He trapped her between himself and the bookcase, reveling in her squeak of surprise.

      In a frenzy, he explored her plush curves, his hands shaping and stroking every bit of her he could touch. It had been years, so many years since he’d touched her, his sweet Isabelle. She nipped his chin, her hands curling around his shoulders, digging in to drag him closer as she yielded to his dominance.

      A roaring wind filled his ears, drowned out the thundering of his blood and the drumbeat of his heart. Glimpses between kisses revealed sharp electric-blue spheres flaming like distant stars in the small black pupils of her eyes. She was there, beyond his reach, yet in his arms. How was this possible? He’d been trapped in the walls for nearly two centuries, unable to find her or hold her.

      My beloved. Isabelle.

      He groaned and released her wrists to cup her lush, rounded bottom, lifting her against him, clenching hard as he rocked his aching cock against her heated center.

      He rammed hard, driving himself against her, no matter that clothes separated him from his desire. She cried out against his ear, the sound a symphony of pleasure that snapped and cracked between them like flames devouring wood.

      It was madness to want her, madness to need a stranger. He knew the body wasn’t truly his Isabelle’s but he could feel her inside it, trying to reach out to him.

      But he did know her; something deep within him roared in defiance, as though his soul knew hers, even if his mind did not.

      Must punish her. Must prove she cannot live without me.

      “Why did you leave me? Why did you jump?” he demanded.

      She shook her head, eyes wild and suddenly bright with fear.

      He snarled against her lips and kissed her harder, one hand unbuttoning her trousers to loosen them, before sliding his hand beneath the waist of her pants to cup her arse. His fingers dipped between her thighs, finding wet heat. She moaned something unintelligible and shifted closer to him, urging him on with her body when words failed her. Her mouth met his with an equal fire and heady lust, just as she writhed against him, trying to satisfy her needs.

      Surrender to me, love. Ease this ache of mine, my broken heart.

      He tore his lips from hers and nibbled a path down her neck, savoring the faintly salty-sweet taste of her skin beneath his tongue.

      His fingers stroked her entrance again and again until she shuddered and convulsed. He sank his teeth into her neck, hoping the love bite was hard enough to leave a mark so others would know she was his. For however long he possessed this body, for however long Isabelle was in his arms, he had to lay his claim to her. He pulled his hand out from between her thighs and wrapped his arms around her back, clutching her to him. How long would he have to hold her before he lost her again? He could feel his control of the body slipping…slipping away. Despair snuffed out his lust, and a chill surged through him. With a cry of rage and agony, he was torn from the body and forced back into the stones of Stormclyffe.

      Freezing pain tore through Bastian, and his knees buckled. The foreign presence, that sense of someone else within him was gone. He went down like a stone, hitting the carpet. His eyelids fell shut. His breaths coming in soft pants were the only steady thing in him. The rest of him vibrated with energy, tiny electric shocks pulsing through his body.

      After an eternity, the fog in his head seemed to clear. Every muscle in his body screamed in protest as he sat up. A body lay next to him, facedown on the floor. A woman…the American. It all came rushing back. The passion, the fire, and the fact that he hadn’t been in control of himself. He’d done things to her, possibly without her permission. And the name Isabelle still hung on his lips as though he had screamed it until he lost his voice.

      What in God’s name had happened? There was no rational explanation for what had just occurred. Knowing this made him shudder so harshly that his bones seemed to crack.

      “Ms. Seyton—Jane…” He shook her awake.

      She murmured groggily and rolled over onto her back.

      “What the hell happened?” Her muttered curse was oddly reassuring. “Were we kissing?” She touched her kiss-swollen lips and then her eyes flicked to his. “Oh my God. I swear I don’t do this.”

      “I don’t either…” He frowned and rubbed the back of his neck, trying to dispel the guilt at not being able to explain his actions. He’d kissed plenty of women, but never in such circumstances as these. It was as if he’d been…possessed. If such a thing could actually occur. Which it couldn’t. “I’m sorry for whatever I might have…er…done to you without your consent.”

      He glanced down at his groin, worried at the sight of his erection. Why was his body not responding to his mind’s wishes? There shouldn’t be arousal, fire, passion. Yet all three of these were rioting through him making it perfectly clear his body still wanted to bed the woman sitting next to him. His gaze raked her, taking in the sight of her flushed cheeks, swollen lips…and teeth marks between her neck and shoulder.

      “I remember going along with it and liking it, but I sort of felt like there was no control.” She dragged her fingers through the tangle of black locks, and her gaze slid away, her cheeks pink as her fingers fumbled with the loose buttons of her jeans, securing them back in place.

      Bastian felt like a damned fool. He’d just snogged a woman in his drawing room without any control over himself. If he were a man who believed in ghosts, he might think that his ancestor Richard had taken over his body. Possessed him. But that was impossible.

      Bastian shrugged it off as nerves. He refused to let himself believe anything else. The castle renovations were getting to him. Maybe he was having some sort of psychotic breakdown from the stress.

      Yes. That made sense. He was having a mental breakdown.

      Jane got to her feet and held out a hand to him. He accepted, letting her pull him up and got a better look at her.

      She wore jeans that hugged her shapely body and a thick gray sweater like she was ready to climb aboard his sailboat and float out on the tide with him. Again he was surprised that her natural beauty was such an allure to him. After years of polished, posh princesses, it was strange that a woman like this commanded his attention.

      He was hardly a romantic. He’d never seen the need to fall in love or get involved in any messy entanglements of the heart. He took women, gave them pleasure, and sated his own needs. The romance of red roses and chocolates weren’t for men like him. There was no need to buy appreciation from his women, nor did he particularly feel the need to reward them for succumbing to their passions in his arms. He preferred straining naked bodies in sweaty sheets to poetry and dinners for two. Sex was akin to business transactions, and although Bastian knew he viewed it coldly, he enjoyed it. He didn’t need any of the emotional intimacy or love that many women seemed to think was required. And he’d never stopped to consider why that was.

      But the idea of taking his time, savoring Jane’s taste and inhaling the faint scent of her wild-orchid perfume while he claimed her, was incredibly tempting.

      “Why are you looking at me like that? Isn’t it enough that you mauled me like a wild bear?” She shoved him; her palm made contact with his chest, and he tensed with heat and need. Although upon first meeting her he expected her to be a timid little nose-in-her-book scholar type, she wasn’t. Her politeness gave way to an intimacy that confused him. She wasn’t exactly treating him the way others did, with respect and awe. No…she had just shoved him like she would a brother or perhaps a lover, or at the least someone she was comfortable with. Why had she done that?

      Strangely, he realized her rough-and-tumble action fascinated him. Her sensual playfulness was incredibly erotic. None of the previous women he’d been with had ever been playful. They’d been coy and aggressive, but never teasing. He had to admit he liked it. A woman like her, with full curves and strength just ached to be taken hard, ravaged to within an inch of dying from too much pleasure.

      He bit his lip so hard blood beaded, and he licked it away. If he didn’t get inside Jane soon, pound into her sweet heat until she screamed he’d… Bastian wrenched control of his body back from that deep inner specter that seemed determined to pin her to the floor and spread her thighs. She was turning him inside out with desire. He hadn’t wanted a woman this bad in a long time.

      With every last ounce of willpower, he assumed the mantle of his British upbringing and scrounged deep down for the last bit of his manners. “I apologize profusely for my actions. I have no idea what came over me.” And he meant it. How could he begin to explain what had just come over him?

      She didn’t reply, so he studied her for a long moment, those piercing eyes of hers cut straight through to his core. He couldn’t help but wonder…she had kissed him back. She hadn’t tried to push him away or fight him when he’d kissed her. Why?

      “You have no idea why you kissed me?” Her tone sounded odd, as though she might know the answer to her own question.

      He shrugged, completely at a loss to explain himself. “I haven’t the slightest idea. I suppose it’s all the stress from the renovations. I’ve had headaches for days now, and this is probably one more way my body is reacting. You see now why it’s in your best interest to leave my house. I wouldn’t want you to remain here when things could get…complicated.” He placed a palm on the small of her back, ushering her to the door.

      She twirled around, escaping his touch so she could go back and retrieve her briefcase and purse.

      “Actually, I don’t mind complicated. Perhaps my being here will help reduce the stress.”

      It took all of his control not to reply that the best de-stressing he could use was her on a bed beneath him.

      “Miss Seyton, you cannot stay.” He looped his arm through hers, attempting to drag her, albeit politely, toward the door.

      She dug in her heels and wedged herself into the doorway. “Wait! Please! What once was broken must be mended.” Her words were expelled in a breathless rush and he froze.

      “What did you say?”

      Her face darkened as she met his stare. “What once was broken must be mended.”

      “Where did you hear that?” He whirled her around, pinning her by her shoulders against the doorjamb.

      “I…I don’t know,” she whispered. Her body trembled beneath his hands. “I can’t explain it. It’s like the words were on the tip of my tongue and when you tried to make me leave…they just rushed out.”

      His grandmother’s warning. The need to fix his ancestral home. This woman who could be Isabelle’s twin. It was as though puzzle pieces were sliding into place, but Bastian didn’t want to see the puzzle. He didn’t want to face this, whatever it was. He might lose more than he already had. Stormclyffe had taken his father, destroyed his grandfather’s life, and countless other generations going back two hundred years. Anyone staying here was at risk. If Jane stayed, she would be at risk, too.

      “Let me stay. Please.” Her begging undid the cold knot inside his chest.

      Perhaps if he let her use the library, just for a short while, he could ply her with reasons the curse didn’t exist and then send her on her way. If he was very lucky, he might stop her writing her thesis all together, so no one would come here in search of ghosts.

      “If, and I do mean, if I allow you to stay, you will not be permitted to review documents unless I have approved them first. You will go nowhere in this castle unless I have given express permission. I will give you one week. That is all. You will not disrupt me, nor the workmen, nor cause any kind of disturbance. Do you understand?”

      She was already nodding eagerly before he’d even asked the last question.

      A heavy sigh escaped his lips. “Very well. Then you may stay. But if at any point in time, I feel you are underfoot, I will have you leave, and you will brook no argument.”

      “Deal.” She held out her hand.

      He released his grip on her shoulders but didn’t shake her hand. Touching her once had led to violent passions. He would not be so foolish as to touch her again.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, dropping her hand.

      For a moment they just stared at each other, neither of them speaking. He’d never felt so awkward in his life, but something about Jane ruffled his feathers.

      She’d broken the spell of tension with a shrug and produced a notebook and pen, flipping to an empty page and started to scrawl notes. “So this has happened often?”

      He purposely gave her a blank look, hoping it would dissuade her from further questions.

      She continued. “The attempted seduction of visiting ladies?”

      He rolled his eyes. What was he to do with this irritating and completely beguiling creature?

      “Have you not been listening? There are no visiting ladies. You are the first official guest Stormclyffe has had in half a century. I only started renovations seven months ago and moved in a few months ago.” He ushered her down a hallway, trying to remind himself where the library was. It would be a safe place to put her while he saw to his duties. No doubt she could lose herself in the books for hours, and he could check on her later. It would give him time to secure his more private papers in his office, away from her prying eyes. Even though he’d reluctantly agreed to let her stay, it didn’t mean he had to provide her with any real substantial research material.

      “So you didn’t bring anyone with you? A girlfriend I mean?” Her blunt question caught him off guard, and he stumbled a step.

      “What? No…I am not involved with anyone at the moment. I’m not one for getting involved at all really. In fact, I plan never to marry.” Where that honesty came from, he didn’t know, but he wanted her to hear it. Maybe that would make her understand what sort of man he was. One who didn’t date women with designs on becoming the next Countess of Weymouth.

      She raised a brow as they continued to walk down the long corridor. Much of the castle’s exterior was stonework, but a good majority of the inside had been rebuilt to have a more modern design, well, modern enough at any rate. Bastian knew that most of the interior of the Hall was a combination of Regency and Georgian styles. Richard had been the last of his ancestors to make major changes to the architecture and design on the inside as well as select the furnishings.

      She was still gazing at him somewhat reproachfully. “What’s that look for?” he asked.

      “Isn’t there supposed to be an heir and a spare or something? You’re an earl. Isn’t that part of your heritage? Continue the family line and everything?”

      He chuckled, the sound dark and almost unnatural, startling even himself. “I’m not sure my family line should be continued, given our history. Perhaps it’s best if the line dies out with me.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Then why fix the castle? Why bother if you don’t plan to share the success of restoring your home with a family and making it last for generations to come.”

      “Damnation!” He halted and smacked a balled fist into his opposite palm. “Even if I’m the last, it doesn’t mean what I’m doing is irrelevant. I don’t plan to marry, but that doesn’t mean I won’t give my life purpose by rebuilding my family’s ancestral home.” Hadn’t she herself whispered the words? What once was broken must be mended? The Hall was broken by grief, by tragedy, by loss. It wasn’t just the stones, but if he started there, he might heal his family’s wound. A meager hope, one he clung to without any real hope it would work. But what else could he do? Even if he never set foot in the Hall again, he feared the curse would cling to him and destroy anything he cared about. Better to be here alone and try to fix the place. He had to finish what his father started.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I was just making an observation.” She combed one hand through her hair, tugging it away from her face.

      Bastian wasn’t sure what he should have said in response to her apology and was grateful that the library door was a few feet away. After what had just happened, he needed some time to escape her and regain his composure and his control. The violent mood swings he had just experienced in the last few minutes were entirely unlike him, and he suspected her presence was at the root of their cause. Avoiding her at least temporarily might help him solve matters.

      There wasn’t much in the way of natural light in the castle, but Bastian’s predecessors had installed modern lighting. A massive three-tiered chandelier hung in the great hall, crystals beading the cables that connected the tiers. The chandelier cast a muted light along the ceiling, the faint glow warming the room below. Cobwebs laced the corners of the halls, out of reach of even the most agile maids. The space between the rafters and the floor beneath their feet was filled with cold air.

      “Bastian, this is where the maid died, right? In 1962?”

      He froze, shoulders tensing, before he looked over at her. While the papers had published the news of the maid’s mysterious death, no mention had been made nor pictures taken of the location of her body. How the bloody hell did this woman know where the maid had died? He raked a hand through his dark blond hair and scowled. “She was found hanging from the middle rafter.” He pointed straight above them.

      She craned her neck back, obviously considering the location of the beam. “How could she have gotten there? The beam isn’t reachable from any place but the ground, and she would have needed a huge foot ladder. Don’t you think it’s odd?”

      “It wasn’t a suicide.” His voice was harder than stone. “My family believes someone killed her.”

      She stilled, going so silent, it was as if she forgot to breathe.

      “So who did it?” She caught up with him as he started walking again.

      His gaze flicked to hers, a pulse of heat shooting between them. She licked her lips unthinkingly, and he followed the movement, feeling the need to draw a deeper breath. The sexual tension between them was thick enough that he could have sliced it with a blade. She kept pace with him as he kept walking until he paused at a pair of tall gilded doors.

      “Here is the library. Please follow me.” He moved ahead of her and opened the door. Her little gasp made him smile. If there was one place that would garner such a reaction, it would be the library of Stormclyffe Hall.

      “I’ve never…it’s so…” Words seemed to fail her.

      He laughed, genuinely pleased at her reaction. He had struck the little American speechless at least for the moment.

      “This way, I’ll take you to the family archives.” Once more he had his hand on her lower back and guided her toward the documents, which would distract her for the rest of the day.

      He hoped.
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      A kiss. A tangle of limbs, melding mouths, and a climax that had ripped her apart. It had changed her from the inside out. Jane rested her fingertips on her lips, falling deep into the hazy memory of their fiery passion.

      It hadn’t been a daydream. One minute they’d been talking and the next… Something had taken her over, and like a stranger in her own body, she’d flung herself at Bastian and kissed him—more than kissed him. He’d had his hand between her legs, and he had made her come. It was wild, insane, and erotic. It was also disturbing. If she hadn’t known better, she might have thought she’d been possessed. When they were together, there was this electric charge that seemed to twine about them, tugging them closer and closer until they shared the same breath, the same heartbeat. Kissing Bastian had been natural and right, even though she’d never met him before in her life.

      She had tried to act like what happened meant nothing, that some temporary passion had swept them both away, but she couldn’t shake that feeling of sharing her body and losing control to someone else. And even more frighteningly, she couldn’t erase the memory of her lips forming one name over and over as she came apart in his arms.

      Richard.

      Had the stories of this place gotten to her? Was she going mad from the stress of her dissertation and the desire to end the bizarre and nightmarish dreams that haunted her almost nightly? Those seemed like more plausible explanations, but she couldn’t dismiss the sense that the answers to what was happening here and to her were just within reach. As though veiled by a cloud of mist, she couldn’t make out the shapes clearly. Solutions and answers were buried deep in the mire and fog.

      As she trailed behind Bastian, she was torn between admiring his tight ass molded in charcoal slacks and admiring the beautiful interior of the castle. He hadn’t prepared her for the library though. Nothing could have.

      None of the photographs of the Hall had ever revealed the library’s interior. She had assumed it was because it was like any other library in any other castle or manor house. How wrong she was.

      The room was awash in bold reds and a range of pale yellows to deep golds. Wall panels were decorated with art that looked so familiar.

      “Is this what I think it is?” She pointed to one of the panels with a red-painted background and a Chinese scene in yellow.

      His lips twitched. “If you’re thinking of William Alexander’s book Views of China, then you are correct. Richard apparently enjoyed the text immensely and had an artist replicate many of the etchings.”

      She smiled. “I can see why. The culture and the life… Can you imagine what it must have been like for Alexander?” William Alexander had been an English watercolorist who visited China and made drawings of the scenery and life during his time there. His Views of China was a highly valued and much-admired work. Even the Brighton Pavilion Palace, which was built in Brighton for George, Prince of Wales as a seaside palace, boasted similar scenes inspired by Alexander’s book.

      Bastian’s expression softened. “I would give so much to see through the eyes of the dead, to see what they have seen, to experience times I cannot fathom.” He looked away then, his gaze roving the two-story-high shelves of the library, but Jane couldn’t tear her attention from him.

      How many women had fallen under his spell? A man haunted by his family’s past, a dedicated scholar, and as brooding and captivating as Lord Byron. If she let her thoughts run away with her, she knew Bastian would distract her from her dissertation.

      Focus, Jane, focus.

      The last thing she needed was to fall for him. After Tim, her heart couldn’t take it. She’d only just managed to stitch the bleeding, torn organ back together. Bastian would not be the one to tear it apart again.

      They strolled farther into the room, and she tilted her head back to better admire the lotus-shaped chandeliers. Intricate paintings decorated each of the petals on every chandelier. In the middle of the wall to the right, a vast fireplace rose up with columns on either side, adorned with twining serpents. Unable to resist the urge, she hastened over to touch the pale Swedish green marble that formed the snake. The serpent’s features had been sculpted so precisely that she half expected it to come to life and bite her.

      A massive mirror hung above the fireplace, and it reflected the windows on the opposite side of the library. A lush landscaped garden seemed to stretch for miles beyond the fireplace. The deceptive placing of the mirror created an enchanting illusion that one could walk through the mirror into an alternate world. A marble dragon perched atop the mirror’s gilt-edged frame. Its wings were spread wide, jaws gaping open as it silently roared.

      She gasped. A sudden flash of something wild and fearful ripped through her an instant before it was gone.

      “Jane?” Bastian placed a hand on her shoulder but then almost immediately he removed it and stepped back from her. “Are you well? You gave a little start just now.”

      She hastily nodded. “Yes, I’m fine. It’s just…that dragon. It’s so…” How could she describe having such a visceral reaction to a stone creature?

      “Fierce. The beast is fierce.” He crossed his arms over his chest, scowling back at the dragon.

      She realized then she was still touching the serpent’s head and pulled her hand away.

      “Fierce indeed. I didn’t expect such decorations in a library.”

      He chuckled. “The music room in the Pavilion in Brighton was modeled after Stormclyffe.”

      Ahh, I had guessed right then.

      “My ancestor, Richard, believed something more…medieval would suit Stormclyffe. Our coat of arms bears a dragon after all. He designed the dragon to appear as you see them. The Pavilion’s dragons are more complacent-looking, and merely hold the curtains in place.”

      The eyes of the dragon seemed to watch her as she shifted from one foot to the other. It’s long, angular snout looked ready to spew fire and puff smoke from its nostrils. The way it hunched over the mirror gave her the distinct impression it wasn’t merely guarding the library, but rather hunting the library’s inhabitants. It was an unsettling thought.

      “You don’t like it?” The earl teased her.

      She nibbled her lip thoughtfully. “It’s not that I don’t like it. I just feel like it’s watching me.”

      He grinned. “Don’t tell me you are afraid? Isn’t your dissertation connected to mysteries and hauntings? That’s what your letters stated. I didn’t think you would be so foolish as to pick a topic that would frighten you.”

      Before she even had time to think, she’d socked him in the shoulder again. She’d punched an earl. This was a bad habit she was forming.

      He merely caught her by the shoulders, stilling her when she would have retreated from him. Their faces were so close that she could see endless books reflected in his gaze. He moved one hand up to cup her chin.

      “Perhaps,” he murmured huskily, “you should have directed your dissertation to something less threatening.”

      Brimming with anger, she bit back a viperlike retort and smiled sweetly. “Such as?”

      The wicked glint in his eyes warned her he was going to say something infuriating.

      “Why not write about the effects of wildflowers in various English counties? Surely that would inspire no fears?”

      “Wildflowers?” She knocked his hand away from her chin and turned her back on him. Provoking man. She didn’t have much of a natural temper, but what little was there, he found and prodded repeatedly until she broke and snapped at him. Still, she probably should be thankful. She and Tim had never fought; he’d never irritated her. She couldn’t fall for someone when they drove her crazy. Bastian’s ability to annoy her was, therefore, a small blessing.

      “Oh come now, Jane,” he said her name so softly, almost a croon, the way a man would to soften his lover’s injured pride. That only made her more upset. He thought he could work some seductive magic to sidetrack her in her quest for research. The man was a nuisance. Couldn’t he just leave her to the books and get on with his day? Instead he insisted on dragging her around the castle and teasing her.

      She didn’t reply. Not yet. When he came up behind her and gently placed a hand on her shoulder, turning her body back to face his, she finally had to meet his stare.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      “What’s the matter? I could ask you the same question. You’re teasing me and yet you—” She didn’t dare finish. It felt like he was flirting with her, but maybe she was wrong. The last thing she wanted for him to think was that she viewed herself worthy of his attentions or that she wanted them. It would only complicate things. While she didn’t mind, as she’d insisted to him earlier, that had been under the pretense of being allowed to stay and conduct her research. She hadn’t actually thought she’d start to succumb to his charms. It was a good thing he had the ability to infuriate her as well. That made him far less attractive.

      “Can you please just take me to the records?”

      “Of course.” His tone was more reserved. The wall that had started to crumble between them was solid again. “This way.”

      He led her to a shelf near the floor on the other side of the fireplace where several tall tomes were behind a sheet of glass. He bent, pressed his fingertips to the panel, and slid the glass to the side, making the large books accessible.

      “Here are the recorded histories and family trees of the Weymouth line. I won’t allow you access to any private letters or other documents from my family. I assume three hundred years worth of information is enough to keep you occupied for the afternoon. I can guide to you other sources tomorrow.” He paused, then leaned one shoulder against the bookshelves.

      The man was hot when he leaned that way. Why did leaning have to be so damned sexy? Maybe it had to do with the way it called attention to the long, lithe shape of his legs and the muscles of his shoulders. She wanted to smack herself for even going there. She shouldn’t be thinking about him like that. Dissertation. Focus on your research.

      “That reminds me. Where are you staying? The trip to the town can be treacherous after dark. I wouldn’t want you driving off the cliffs into the sea. I would prefer to have someone escort you back.” He announced this casually but there was something odd in his expression, an emotion she couldn’t read clearly.

      Was he worried about her?  She mentally shrugged it off. Of course he didn’t care about her, not that way. After what had happened between them in the drawing room, she was hesitant to do anything that might give the wrong impression about her. He might not think of her at all in the way she was currently thinking about him. Naked. And how she’d like to get him out of those dark slacks and light gray sweater that molded to his broad chest muscles.

      Bad idea. Must not think of him naked. She chastised herself. His offer probably stemmed from worries over a lawsuit from her family if she drove her rental car off the cliff and died.

      “I’ve got a room booked at a little inn.”

      Bastian waved a hand. “Don’t worry about that. Do your research this afternoon. I will drive you into town tonight around sunset.”

      “You’ll drive me?” Weren’t earls supposed to have chauffeurs?

      “I do know how to drive.” He flashed a mocking smile. “Even my ancestors drove their own sporting carriages. But to answer your question, my driver is still in London along with some of the other staff and won’t move in until the restorations are complete. I’ve actually been driving myself since I moved back here.”

      He sounded smug, as if he’d proved false her accusation that he couldn’t operate a car. Had he taken her comment as an insult? God, she hoped not. She mentally kicked herself.

      “Oh. Then yes, that would be fine.”

      “Excellent.” He stepped away from the bookshelves. “I’ll come to collect you later. Enjoy your research.” He flashed her a cocky smile that did something funny to her knees before he took his leave and left her alone with the dragon and his hoard of jealously guarded books.

      Jane removed the first of several volumes from the shelf and carried it to a nearby reading table. A cloud of dust billowed up as she set the book down on the polished cherrywood. The motes twirled and danced through the stray beams of light from the high windows. A heavy silence filled the library, almost tangible. Each movement Jane made elicited a loud sound: the whisk of paper as she removed it from her briefcase, the rapid click of her ballpoint pen as she pressed the plunger with her thumb. She collected her materials and opened her notebook to a fresh page, hoping to dispel the eerie silence of the room by losing herself in the text on the pages before her.

      She peeled back the heavy brown leather cover of the book. The first few pages were blank, but the third bore an elaborate sketch of a family tree. The names were inscribed with a quill pen, the ink faded to a pale brown but still legible. She carefully took notes and replicated the tree, which started with births and marriages in 1607.

      For the next three hours, she remained in her chair, diligently recording the Weymouth earldom’s history from the births to the deaths of its more prominent family members. Until Richard’s death, the Weymouth line seemed normal in its deaths and births. After Richard’s passing, the pattern changed showing an extraordinary amount of tragic deaths and accidents. There were people drowning at sea, falling from ladders in the orchards, and unexpected infant deaths. A majority of the victims were women who had married into the Stormclyffe family. There were many more gruesome deaths and more unexplained accidents or occurrences. Fires broke out in the castle several times, always starting in bedrooms where the women who married into the Weymouth family were sleeping. Crops on the estate failed for several years while the crops of the farmers from the surrounding areas thrived.

      Maybe the rumors were right. The entire family seemed truly cursed.

      She set her pen down and closed the large tome. It didn’t seem to matter whether it was supernatural or merely bad luck—the facts didn’t lie. Since Richard’s bride jumped to her death in 1811, the family line and home had suffered through a nearly endless chronology of heartbreak.

      The last entry in the record book stated a fact she hadn’t known.

      Bastian’s father had died in a car accident at the age of forty-three. When she had investigated Bastian’s background, she hadn’t focused on his parents. She knew logically that since he was the current Earl of Weymouth, it meant his father must have passed away, but there were no records detailing how. Only Bastian and his mother survived. If Bastian stuck true to his words that he would never marry, that meant he wouldn’t continue his family’s line. The title would pass to distant cousins, but the direct line would perish.

      She’d judged him too harshly, thinking him a fool for not wanting to marry. Now she wondered if he wouldn’t commit to building a future with anyone because so many tragic and untimely deaths weighed the family tree down. Even if he refused to believe in the curse, perhaps somewhere deep in the recesses of his mind lay a fear of bringing another child into this world under the Weymouth title. Tears burned at the corners of her eyes. How devastating to believe, even subconsciously, that any baby he might have could be condemned to death by his family’s curse. It would explain why he kept himself emotionally distant from others. His playboy reputation might make her blush, but the man himself was a still a mystery.

      A muscle cramped in her neck. A series of small knots had formed after hours of her head bending over the desk. She pushed her research materials across the table and reached behind her to massage the area, soothing the tension away.

      As far as her dissertation was concerned, she could use the chronology of deaths and disasters of the family to highlight its influence on myths and legends around this particular estate. She would work it into the stories connected to other estates around England. If she was able to talk Bastian into letting her photograph or perhaps scan the copies of the family tree with particular entries regarding some of the deaths of the family members, she would be able to cite them as primary sources.

      The sun emerged from the clouds, causing long shadows to stretch along the carpeted floor. She watched their slow-moving progress for several minutes as the darkness consumed the patterned carpet. One shadow seemed to move more quickly than the others. It expanded rapidly, consuming the light on the table closest to the window. An identifiable shape began to form.

      A dragon.

      Her gaze shot up to the windows, and she expected to see a bird spreading its wings in a nearby tree, which would have explained the unusual shape. But there were no trees visible through the glass. The dragon shadow twisted its head, and its tail lashed out in a whip-like flash. Its wings spread wide, and for a brief second, she thought she could hear a distant roar and feel the library’s floor quake beneath her.

      She cried out and leaped from her chair, backing up until she hit the bookcase behind her. Something dropped to the floor at her feet, but she dared not look. Her heart pounded against her ribs as she searched for the shadow, which seemed to have vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

      As her breathing slowed, and the faint ringing in her ears faded, she glanced down and noticed a small leather-bound book on the floor. It was partially open over one of her feet. Bending down, she gingerly picked it up and studied it more closely. The pages were full, but not with printed text. Instead, each page was filled with scrawling handwriting, the archaic cursive style beautiful and half-faded. Dates were inscribed in the top left corner.

      It was a diary.

      Transfixed, she sank back into her seat and began to read. As she read, she could see it all unfold as though she were a visitor there, watching unseen like a ghost.

      

      April 21st, 1810

      I was pouring over the Hall’s account books my steward had prepared for me. The task was wearisome but necessary. I longed to have a distraction, something that could take my mind off my concerns. Sir Lionel Huntington had written to say he would be visiting again this afternoon to discuss the future of his daughter, Cordelia. While I am ready to take a bride, I’m not sure she is the one for me. Sir Lionel was apparently determined to see his daughter become the Countess of Weymouth. The chit is pretty enough. Honey-blond hair and hazel eyes. But there is a coldness to Miss Huntington’s demeanor and presence that unnerves me. What’s more, her family bears a rather dark history, one that I fear I cannot completely overlook. They are descendents of a woman who was accused of witchcraft in Lancashire. She was proven innocent, but I cannot help but wonder still… Does darkness run through the veins of her female lineage? Sometimes I see Miss Huntington’s eyes gleam in a way that makes me wonder and worry.

      A light rap on my study door disturbed my thoughts.

      “Enter,” I called out.

      My butler, Mr. Shrewsbury, poked his gray-haired head around the edge of the door.

      “The new innkeeper, Mr. Braxton, is here to see you my lord. I have put him and his daughter in the red drawing room.”

      “Thank you, Shrewsbury.” Relief poured through me.

      Finally, an excuse to escape the accounts. I am interested in meeting Mr. Braxton. Since he is a new resident to the town, it is important that I meet with the man and establish good relations with him.

      I pushed back my chair and stood, checking my appearance. My trousers were clean, my waistcoat unwrinkled, a veritable miracle given that I’d spent the last few hours slumped over my desk during my labors. With a hasty hand run through my hair, I was satisfied I looked suitable for company and headed toward the drawing room.

      It is my favorite room, one full of light and color. It boasts of a fair amount of books and paintings of my family from years before. A pair of love seats face each other with a small table next to each where a tea tray could be placed for visitors. When I entered, I found Mr. Braxton perched on one of the two love seats. A maid set a tray of tea and biscuits on the table next to him.

      “My lord!” Braxton got to his feet immediately, a genuine smile on his face. With ruddy cheeks and a muscled figure barely concealed by his tailored waistcoat, Braxton was a fit and amiable man.

      “Welcome to my home, Mr. Braxton. I am delighted you were able to come and meet with me.” I immediately sought out the man’s daughter, expecting a plump, whey-faced creature. The woman stood in the far corner with her back to me as she admired my books.

      My first thought was how lovely her figure was. When she turned to face me, my heart stopped. The world came to an abrupt halt. I couldn’t breathe. She was so beautiful, something deep in my chest began to hurt. There was a fire in her eyes and warmth in her smile. The blush in her cheeks was becoming, and the dark curls that framed her face accented her creamy skin. I was lost to her in that moment. I wondered if I could ever want another woman except her.

      “My lord.” Miss Braxton’s voice was husky and a little breathless, as though she was reacting to me much in the same way I reacted to her. I hoped so. I did not wish to be the only one so completely affected.

      “Miss Braxton, it is a pleasure.” I strode up to her and bent over the hand she offered hesitantly. I pressed a kiss to her skin. The scent of rosewater filled my nose. The delicate perfume was a perfect accent to the woman who wore it.

      “Thank you for extending an offer to visit.” Mr. Braxton appeared at his daughter’s side, reminding me that Miss Braxton and I were not alone, no matter how much I might wish we were.

      “Of course. Please sit.” I gestured to the settees, and we all took our seats.

      I spent the next hour conversing with Braxton about Weymouth and how best to settle in with the local folk. Unlike many of the other inns in the county, Braxton’s accommodations were of a higher quality, and many aristocrats would likely wish to stay at the new inn as they passed through on their way to the other parts of England. Despite the conversation distracting me, I managed to keep my eyes on Miss Braxton. I relished the way she kept glancing at my books with keen interest. I suspected she must be a lady who enjoyed reading and wasn’t merely a fair-faced creature with no real thoughts in her head. Women with no interests and no intellectual pursuits held no appeal for me.

      As the conversation came to its natural end, I bid my guests good-bye with the invitation for them to return on the morrow for dinner. As I watched Miss Braxton and her father depart, a piece of my soul seemed to separate from my body and accompany her home. I had never felt such a kindred spirit in anyone, man or woman. Come the morrow, I knew I would be desperate for a glimpse of her. Dinner could not come soon enough.
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      Jane pulled herself out of the story in the journal. Richard’s journal. This was an invaluable primary source. A direct account written in Richard’s own hand. Maybe the true story to the tragedy lurked somewhere in these pages. She looked over at the inconspicuous location where the journal had been hiding between two boring collections of philosophical essays by long-forgotten authors. It was possible the diary had been there for years, and no one had noticed it. The book’s spine was blank, and to a casual reader perusing books, it held no particular appeal or attraction. If Bastian ever found out his ancestor’s handwritten account of his life was here, he’d probably lock it up and never let her see it. He had told her she wouldn’t have access to the family’s private papers. A family journal would most likely be considered private.

      A little voice whispered dark thoughts in her head. Take the journal. Put it in your bag and keep it just until you finish your research.

      With a guilty little flip of her heart, she hastily tucked the diary into her bag before she could she talk herself out of it. Her decision came not a moment too soon. The library door opened, and Bastian strode in. He’d changed into a pair of faded jeans, black boots, and a black T-shirt that showed off his muscular physique. He still wore the expensive watch she’d noted earlier, and his gold hair was messily coiffed as though he’d stepped out of a windy Ralph Lauren ad. She half expected a leggy blonde to show up and casually run her hands through his hair. He was a walking GQ cover.

      The earl who wore jeans. She laughed without meaning to, and his gaze fell on her when he spotted her at the table.

      “Something amusing?” He raised one eyebrow in a challenge. Did they teach bad boys to do that in some sort of secret club? She had to wonder. Maybe they even had a secret handshake. She’d have to ask him, if she ever got the nerve to. Finally she resorted to biting her lip until she almost drew blood to keep from laughing. Deep down she knew that if she took him seriously, it would spell trouble. Better that she keep herself distant. Not that a man like him would ever be interested in a woman like her. Tim had been attractive in a nice sort of way, but he hadn’t been the kind of man that made a woman ache just when he looked at her. Men like that were rare and so dangerous to a woman’s heart.

      “Sorry, long days researching tend to make me a bit loopy. I take it you’re ready to go into Weymouth?” She looked out the window, and to her astonishment, it was nearly sunset. Richard’s story had consumed her.

      “We will take your car. Do you have the keys?” He walked up to her and held out his hand expectantly.

      “My car? Okay.” She retrieved the car keys from her briefcase, careful to keep Richard’s journal safely out of sight as she handed them over.

      He took them, studied the key fob, and glowered. “A Honda?” His mouth pinched into a flat line.

      “What’s wrong with a Honda?” she demanded. The little car had been great so far.

      “Nothing.” The way he said that one word betrayed how he really felt.

      “Then why don’t we take your car?”

      He scoffed. “No. Not tonight. I try to keep a low profile when I go into town.”

      She gathered her things, returned the other books she’d been studying back to the shelves and jogged after him.

      “A low profile?”

      His face darkened as he looked down at her. “Yes. The locals aren’t fond of me because of the damned curse they think I’m dragging around, and the tourists love me. Either way, I get too much attention. I try to stay here and only go into town if necessary.”

      Her heart splintered a little. He couldn’t go into Weymouth without being persecuted all because of his family’s string of bad luck? She couldn’t imagine what that was like, but it had to be horrible.

      “Is it like that in London?”

      He shook his head and held the library door open for her. “No. In London I’m just another nobleman, famous and all that, but no one there cares about…the past.”

      She could almost hear the words left unspoken. He wanted to feel at home here in Weymouth, where his heart was and his family came from, not London. Yet a curse—or at least the rumors of one—was keeping him from being welcome even in his own home.

      He led her through a maze of corridors in silence. She was fine with that, and he seemed to want to brood. When they reached the front door, Randolph was there to open it for them.

      “I’ll have dinner waiting for you when you return, my lord.” The butler smiled warmly, and she smiled back. It was a comfort to see that someone genuinely cared about Bastian and his well-being. Why that mattered to her, she couldn’t quite say; she only knew that it did.

      “Thank you, Randolph; I won’t be long.”

      As they approached the car, she headed for the right side, patting her pockets, only to remember she didn’t have the keys. Bastian joined her by the door, keys in hand, and he waved for her to go around to the passenger side.

      “Why?” She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him.

      He placed one hand on the roof of the car next to her shoulder and leaned into her, trapping her against the driver-side door. He gave her a scorching look while the corner of his mouth kicked up into a cocky grin.

      “I always drive when a lady is involved. The cliffs are dangerous at night and the roads, too. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you while you’re a guest here.” He moved his other hand to her hip and brushed his fingers along her waist in a slow, intoxicating caress. Tingles of awareness flooded her entire body as the world seemed to shrink into that one featherlight touch. It was so easy to just let go when he touched her and not fight the passion that swelled inside her. But she had to stay in control.

      She couldn’t let him in. Not after Tim… Jane swallowed hard. The memories of other nights with another man she’d been so attracted to swamped her. Another man who hadn’t believed her connection to Stormclyffe, her dreams of the past. Another man who thought she was crazy. The pain in her chest was strong enough that she closed her eyes, praying for the self-control to compose herself. Now was not the time to fall apart because her broken heart still stung. Bastian made it so easy for her to remember what it was like to be attracted to a man, to long for that close intimacy and the thrill of desire and longing.

      Be flippant, keep him at a distance.

      “I bet you do this all the time. Talk a woman out of driving with that smile.”

      He dropped his hand and shrugged in a casual way that showed just how comfortable he was in his own body. She envied that.

      “Is it working?” He waggled his eyebrows, making her laugh. He kept her on her toes. One minute brooding, the next teasing. She didn’t want to like him, but it was hard not to when he teased her.

      “Maybe a little,” she admitted. “I just prefer to drive, that’s all.”

      “What is it with you Americans and driving? I’ve never met one who didn’t think they should be behind the wheel,” he said.

      She tried not to laugh. “You may drive, my lord, if it will ease your need to repress a colonial.” They were so close this time that when he smiled the effect of his nearness made her knees buckle.

      “You’re appeasing me, but I’ll take my victory.” He stepped back from her, chuckling and muttered “colonial” as she walked to the passenger side of the car.

      When they got in, the first thing Bastian did after buckling his seat belt was flip the radio on. He started driving down the narrow road and hit the scan button, pausing when an oldie came on. He settled back, his lips curved in a small smile. She had to bite her lips to keep from singing along. It was one of her guilty pleasures. There was something innately freeing about letting go and just singing. This song was particularly hard to resist. It was one of her dad’s favorites called “Don’t Pull Your Love Out” by Hamilton, Joe Frank, & Reynolds. Unable to resist, she hummed as softly as possible.

      “Go on, sing. I can tell you want to.” He took his eyes off the road for a few seconds and glanced at her.

      “Shut up.”

      He chuckled and cranked the volume dial up, and soon the car was filled with the song. She started when he began to sing. The Earl of Weymouth had a beautiful baritone. His British accent faded as he belted out the lyrics.

      “Join me.” He slipped in this command while the trumpets pelted out a quick melody in between versus.

      “Fine.” She surrendered.

      She wasn’t the most spectacular singer, but she wasn’t cringe-worthy either. They matched pitches and crooned together as though they had sung a thousand times together over a thousand years. The feeling of déjà vu crept through her on cat’s paws. She had never done this before, yet flashes of an unknown memory dug into her mind, sliding through years of memories she knew belonged to her. These slivers of conflicting images, hazy as morning mist, gave her a sudden headache. Putting her hands to her temples, she rubbed at the tender spots, hoping to ease the strange pain. It relented just a few seconds before Bastian looked her way. She answered his questioning gaze with a smile, hoping to hide her slight distress.

      Ahead of them the sun had turned from peach to bloodred as it sank into the horizon. The nerves and jitters she’d had all day seemed to fade as he drove them toward town. When the song ended and another one began, he turned the volume back down to a soft background noise.

      “I knew you would be fun,” he declared.

      “I knew you would be arrogant,” she retorted, but there was no real bite in her tone. She enjoyed his teasing, now that she’d figured him out, or at least part of him. He kept his distance and tried to be off-putting to strangers to keep safe, just like her. But he slipped every now and then, letting her see a different man, someone carefree and happy. She hoped the man singing in the car was the real Bastian. The brooding, jaded man he presented himself as wasn’t quite the same, like a shadow of his true self, a shadow distorted and fractured by years of loneliness and tragedy.

      His past was full of pain and disappointment. He’d lost his father at a pivotal age in his life, and the responsibilities of his title and estate were a heavy burden he’d borne alone. The appearance of his easy life, with model girlfriends, fast cars, and parties, was probably an illusion he created to keep the bleak past and uncertain future at bay. Sometimes pretending to be something else, or masking who you truly were, was the safest thing to do.

      She understood that. As a kid, she had known she wanted to study history and had taken school seriously. She had never tried to be something she wasn’t, but sometimes she’d been tempted for just a moment here or there to change herself to escape the harsh judgments passed by her peers.

      The rest of the drive into town was quiet but pleasant. Bastian seemed lost in his thoughts. He navigated the streets with ease, despite the flocks of tourists drifting in front of them like brightly colored birds.

      “Where are you staying?”

      “A little local inn two blocks from here.”

      He followed directions she gave him and pulled up in the first available parking space half a block away. Although the streetlights had turned on, the corner where they parked was still dark. He locked the car and pocketed the keys. A heavy silence settled between them, and he stared into the darkness, his face suddenly turned ashen. A woman stood just at the edge where the lamplight kissed shadows. It was impossible to see the woman’s face, but the weight of her attention felt like twin holes boring into her skull. A primordial fear stabbed her chest and clouded her mind. She struggled to form words.

      “Bastian, I know I’ve been enough trouble, but do you think you could walk me to the door?” She sounded pathetic, but she didn’t feel safe walking to the inn alone. Something about that woman…

      He didn’t reply; instead he continued to watch the woman, his lips pursed into a frown. Did she unsettle him, too?

      “You don’t have to come with me.” It cost everything she had to say that. The second she was able, she’d just run straight for the inn’s door.

      “You aren’t staying here tonight. You’ll get your things and check out immediately. I’ll have Randolph prepare you dinner and a room.”

      “What?” Stay? At Stormclyffe with him? Her jaw slackened and she knew she must have looked ridiculous.

      He shot her a quick, distracted look before returning his focus to the woman at the end of the street. “You’ll stay with me. Don’t try to argue. I won’t hear otherwise.”

      Argue? Why would she argue against that? She tried not to show her relief as she glanced about the strangely empty street. Raucous sounds from the pub nearby seemed muted now that night had fallen. A light breeze flowed across her face, and she rubbed her arms to warm up. He noticed and shrugged off his coat, holding it out. Before she could protest, he strode up to her.

      “Jane, put the bloody coat on,” he growled low, and she let him slide it up over her shoulders. The carefree man from their car ride was gone. The man looming over her was brooding and edgy. His gaze jumped from one building to the next as though expecting trouble.

      “Let’s get inside.” He tucked her arm in his, the gesture less romantic and more of an attempt to get her to move. With a quick look over her shoulder, she exhaled. The woman half-wreathed in shadows had vanished.

      When they got to the weathered wooden door of the inn, he slowly raised his head and stared at the creaking painted sign.

      “The White Lady?” His voice was low and soft, as though troubled.

      “Er…yes. It’s a very old historical place; that’s what the website said anyway.”

      Bastian’s focus fell on her, his expression reproachful. “Did you choose it because it was her family’s?” His hands clenched into frightening fists at his sides. “Did you find it amusing to bring me here?”

      She frowned and stepped back, suddenly afraid. Not of him, not exactly, but something crawled beneath her skin, and the hairs on the back of her neck rose. What was he talking about?

      “What are you saying?”

      “Isabelle Braxton. This inn belonged to her family.” He whirled away, looking ready to storm off.

      “What?” Suddenly she couldn’t breathe. The flood of fear and the memories of her nightmares closed in, destroying her ability to suck in a breath. She collapsed against the Inn’s wall and braced herself against it for support.

      All this time, she’d planned her trip, come here, and spent one night, never knowing it was Isabelle’s. Bastian had walked about fifteen feet away when he stopped, then slowly turned to face her. He crossed his arms and stared at her.

      “You didn’t know, did you?” He took a few steps toward her.

      She wasn’t paying attention to him, not fully. The image of the women in the white nightgown on the cliffs kept replaying in her mind. Her gaze drifted up to the sign. How had she been so stupid and missed the obvious connection between Isabelle and the inn?

      “Jane?” He cupped her face in his hands and forced her to look at him.

      His touch jolted her back to herself, banishing the memories.

      “I didn’t know… I didn’t see the connection.”

      The hardness in his expression softened.

      “I’m sorry. I thought you were poking fun at me,” he admitted. “Let’s go inside. The quicker we can get you checked out, the better.”

      She was grateful when he took her hand in his and led her to the inn’s door. His palm was warm and strong. The touch was a comfort she hadn’t expected him to offer. Which one was the real earl? The brooding, jaw-snapping wolf, or the playful, seductive man who sang in the car? Her thoughts were interrupted by the innkeeper coming to meet them at the door. He was in his early sixties, and a pair of thick glasses perched on his slightly bulbous nose.

      “Miss Seyton. How are you?” he asked and then froze when he caught sight of Bastian.

      “My lord,” he hastily greeted. “I would have prepared the place if I had known you were coming.”

      Bastian waved a hand. “It is fine. I’m here to assist Miss Seyton. She is staying at the Hall, and we’ve come to collect her things and check her out. I will settle her bill and cover the remaining days she had planned on staying here.”

      When the innkeeper opened his mouth to argue, Bastian fixed him with a pointed look.

      “You really don’t need to—” Jane tried to say she would pay, but he shook his head at her in exasperation.

      “Go on.” He waved a hand imperiously.

      With a frustrated little groan, she climbed the stairs to the second floor, Bastian trailing behind her. She pulled out the thick brass key and slid it into the door lock. He leaned against the wall only a foot away, waiting for her to open it. When she raised her head, she found his heated stare fixed upon her. For a second, neither of them moved, and the tension between them was an almost tangible force. Then the lock clicked, and she was jolted into awareness of herself again.

      Once she was inside, she threw everything into her suitcases as fast as she could. There would be time to organize it all later. When she emerged from the bathroom, she found Bastian standing by the window.  The fading light of the sunset created a haunting silhouette. He could have passed for his ancestor with the striking profile he presented. Not that she had ever seen Richard, except for a faded color photograph of the only portrait Richard had ever commissioned of himself. But it had been enough. Bastian possessed many of the same features. One of his hands was pressed against the glass, fingers spread as though he was straining to reach through the window for something far beyond his reach. An echo of the wrenching sadness she had experienced when she glimpsed the woman in white came back to her. What was Bastian longing for?

      “Hey.” She broke the spell with that single word, and he looked over his shoulder at her. For a brief moment, his face was open, every emotion laid for her to see. The sheer vulnerability and fear-tinged melancholy ghosted behind his eyes, and it made her drift toward him. Then he twisted his lips into a cold, mocking smile—whether at himself or her, she wasn’t sure.

      “Finished packing?” He gestured to the toiletry bag she’d tossed on the bed.

      “Oh, yes.” She snatched the bag, tucked it into her suitcase, and zipped it up. She was eager to leave the inn now that she knew its dark and sad history. It felt too personal to be here. Funny, she felt more comfortable at Stormclyffe.

      “Then let’s be gone. Randolph will have dinner ready soon.”

      He bent to grab her suitcase at the same time she reached for it. Their heads collided in a painful crack.

      “Ouch!” She stumbled, and the back of her knees collided with the bed behind.  She fell onto the soft, quilted comforter, and as Bastian tried to catch her, he tripped over the rolling suitcase and collapsed right on top of her. The air whooshed out of her lungs, and she sucked in a desperate gasp of air. Their bodies pressed together perfectly, her breasts against his chest, their noses close enough to brush. His eyes were warm and dark and her insides twisted a little as desire awakened within her.

      Ever since Tim had left her six months ago, she’d felt closed off. Yet, as their bodies melded on the bed by sheer accident, it felt right. Her hands cupped his shoulders, and his muscles tensed beneath her fingers. He wasn’t built like a body builder, but he had that perfect lithe figure that was all strength and lean lines of perfect muscle. What would he look like with his clothes off? She cursed herself for wanting to know.

      “My apologies.” His groan escaped through gritted teeth, and he rolled off her and onto his back beside her.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m sorry we knocked heads.”

      He chuckled, even though it sounded pained. “It would be more fun to…what do you Americans call it…knock boots?”

      She put a hand to her chest and breathed out. “Just when I think you might actually be one of those English gentlemen I keep hearing about…”

      She left the rest unsaid, as he sniggered like a misbehaving schoolboy.

      “I’m not a gentleman. I’m cursed. At least according to the townspeople.” His tone changed, his anger thickening the words, as though his curse was something he’d brought about, not something thrust upon him by his ancestors. It frightened her, not that she thought he would hurt her, but she wondered whether he might be right. Her notes from earlier today hadn’t lied. Women who married into the Stormclyffe line died early and painfully. He had every reason to push her away, and she didn’t want to be in the path of a curse. There was no sense in taking a chance and putting herself at risk.

      “I’m sorry I tripped you.” She glanced away, trying to ignore her body’s reaction to him. Even though he no longer touched her, the phantom pressure of his body seemed to linger. Her skin heated, and her heart beat fast at the mere memory of his body on top of hers. Like the encounter in the drawing room, she wanted to be wild, untamed, to have that gorgeous aristocratic mouth of his seeking sensitive places on her skin until she screamed for him to take her. Unlike the passionate clinch in the drawing room that led her shameless orgasm at the magic of his hands, this felt real and concrete, not like ancient phantoms had taken hold of her body.

      When he rose and picked up her suitcase, she followed with a weary sigh. Her forehead hurt like hell. She’d probably have a nasty knot later. There was no sign of the innkeeper as they came back down the stairs and paused at the front desk. Bastian braced his forearms on the counter and leaned over to peer into the small workroom behind the check-in area. There was no sign of obvious life from the small room. With a sigh, he turned his attention to the small brass bell and smacked it with his palm. The loud ding was jarring in the silence. Still, no movement, no sound, not a whisper of life emanated from anywhere inside the old inn.

      “Is there anyone else staying here? Any other guests?”

      “Um…” She racked her mind, trying to recall if she’d actually seen anyone.

      She hadn’t.

      He seemed to understand her silence, and his lips pursed. “Very well.”

      It was a very British thing to do, and she almost laughed. Smiling and laughing always came naturally when she was anxious, afraid, or upset. It was a horrible personality trait, one she despised about herself, but she couldn’t help it. It had certainly made for some awkward situations in the past, and this was no different. When he raised that one brow, she knew he had picked up on her inappropriate reaction.

      He retrieved a white card from his wallet and hastily scrawled a message on it, putting it on the counter.

      “Hopefully, the innkeeper will find this and contact me about the bill.” He slipped his wallet back into his pocket.

      “You really don’t need do that,” she said.

      He didn’t reply but grabbed her bag and headed for the door. When they stepped outside, it seemed that the darkness practically swallowed them up. It consumed the streets, and even the lights from the pub next door barely penetrated the gloom. She snuggled deeper into Bastian’s coat, inhaling the masculine scent of him. She should give it back. His scent was too good, and she hated that she liked it. A distant streetlight a block away was the only beacon they had to guide them back to her rental car.

      With a burst of laughter and chatter, a gaggle of young women suddenly stumbled out of the pub. Bastian and Jane both spun at the unexpected sound. Even as drunk as the woman appeared to be, they were able to recognize Bastian.

      “Oh my God! It’s him! The hot duke with the haunted mansion or whatever.”

      Jane could have slapped the girl. The women were American and sadly stupid. She silently prayed that Bastian wouldn’t hold their idiocy against her. It wasn’t even worth correcting them. The women suddenly flocked around them, like angry geese, squawking as they tried to get close to him.

      “Excuse me, ladies.” His words were a low, rumbling murmur that seemed to only heighten their fervor and excitement.

      A red haze descended over Jane’s vision as one of the women dragged a red-nailed hand down Bastian’s chest. He danced back a step like a boxer dodging a blow, only to find he was surrounded. When he met Jane’s gaze, he silently begged for her mercy. There was only one way to deal with these women. She put two fingers between her lips and whistled. The shrill sound cut through the women squabbling over him, and he used the distraction to shove his way clear of them.

      “Hey!” one of the women snapped when she realized her prey was escaping. “Come back!”

      Jane trotted to catch up with Bastian, but they couldn’t shake the group of women. They had only progressed twenty feet from the inn door when a shout halted them in their tracks. Jane bumped into Bastian’s back with an oomph! His free hand instantly caught her around the shoulders steadying her.

      “You hitting on my girlfriend, asshole?” An American man suddenly appeared in front of Bastian and Jane in the direction they’d been trying to flee.

      How in the hell? Jane wondered where the man had come from. It obviously hadn’t been the inn. He held a cigarette in one hand. The tip burned orange in the night as he sucked on it, then flicked it down at Bastian’s feet. Her lips parted, a thousand angry words ready to spew forth, but Bastian still had his arm around her shoulder, and his fingers dug into the coat slightly, as though encouraging her to remain silent. The man in front of them continued to wait for a moment to see if they would answer.

      She tried to make out his features, but it was too dark to see more than a rather unremarkable face, possibly bordering on unattractive. Bastian was an inch or two taller than him but wasn’t nearly as muscled. This guy could have been a professional weightlifter. He probably popped steroids like candy. She tried to breathe and not panic.

      Five more muscled men emerged from the dark behind the first man.

      “Answer me!” The man’s shout reverberated off the brick walls the concrete pavement.

      “Let us pass. We have no interest in your lady or her friends.” Bastian’s voice carried the authority of his noble heritage, but it was completely lost on the muscled idiot in front of them.

      “This guy hit on you, right, Candi?”

      One of the women, the one who’d been stroking Bastian’s chest a few seconds before, stepped out of the crowd, wearing a tight miniskirt and a pink tank top. Jane hated when her fellow Americans became stereotypical bad tourists.

      “He did. He sure did. He even kissed me.” Candi’s red lips twisted into a wicked smile, one that Jane wanted to smack right off her face.

      “He did not kiss you. We don’t even know you!” Jane fired back. This entire situation was insane. They were being accosted by strangers, and there wasn’t a sign of any police. Shouldn’t they be patrolling Weymouth after dark?

      Bastian’s lips pursed into a thin line and exasperation narrowed his eyes as he spoke to the men blocking their way. “Please let us pass. We are tired, and it is late. We have no quarrel with you.”

      “Who the hell do you think you are, huh? Kissing my girl? You’re gonna pay!” The man dove for Bastian.

      In one swift move, Bastian shoved Jane away from him and out of the line of danger and had only seconds to dodge the swinging fist. He managed it, barely.

      “Get him!” The man ordered his friends to join in the fray. The women all staggered back drunkenly on their high heels trying to avoid getting in the middle of what Jane feared was going to be a huge fight. One with terrible odds.

      The thugs surged toward Bastian, and suddenly fists were flying in the dark. It was a dance of living shadows as the men battled each other, accompanied by a symphony of sickening bones crunching and agonized grunts.

      “Bastian!” Jane screamed. Terror spiked through her, raking her insides with claws. God, those men could kill him!

      He answered with a roar of sheer rage and suddenly one of the men careened past her as though shoved by someone in the melee, and he collided with the brick wall of the inn. His head hit first, and the unpleasant sound of skull smashing against stone indicated he was out of the fight for good. His body slumped down to the ground. His eyelids fluttered, and he huffed out a breath. Thank God the man was alive. The women who had been watching the fight eagerly started to back away at the sight of the unconscious man.

      “Get out of here!” Jane shouted at them and stepped toward them menacingly. She pulled out her cell phone. “I’m calling the police!” She dialed the number but didn’t hit send. The last thing Bastian needed was police swarming him if they could help it. It would only further blacken his name, and he’d probably end up in the local papers. If she could get the women to leave, it might break up the fight.

      The woman, Candi, didn’t move, even as her friends scattered like mice. A cold malevolence gleamed in her eyes as she put her hands on her hips and glared at Jane.

      “He’s mine. He’ll always be mine.” The tone of her voice changed from silky to raspy, as though two different voices struggled for control of her throat.

      “What?” Her skin crawled as she stared at the other woman. It reminded her of how she’d felt a short while earlier when the woman at the end of the street had been looking at her. It made her feel as though hundreds of spiders scuttled along her flesh and crawled into the pit of her stomach.

      Candi blinked, and the look of seething hatred was gone, replaced by inebriated confusion. She turned and ran back into the pub. The second she was gone, Jane focused on the fight again. Three men were still throwing punches with a vengeance, but Bastian was holding up okay so far. He wouldn’t be able to stay on top of the fight much longer. Jane dove into the fray.
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      Pain exploded in Bastian’s skull as one of the men backhanded him. It would only take a few more strikes like these, and he’d go down. He had been worried a confrontation like this would happen, but he’d gone on this fool’s errand simply to spend more time with Jane.

      One of the men lunged for him as two more circled, waiting like wolves. Bastian slid sideways to avoid the man that dove for them, his feet skidding along the concrete. The move cost him greatly as he stumbled and fell. Instinct had him rolling back up onto the balls of his feet in a squat position, but he was vulnerable. A booted foot dug into his ribs in a savage kick, and his lungs expelled every breath of air in him. Fractures of pain shot through his chest. It took every ounce of willpower to gather his strength and tackle the man who had kicked him by grabbing the man’s legs and dragging him to the ground.

      Jane’s frightened cry sent his senses scattering as fear for what was happening to her took over. Suddenly she was flying over his crouched body, tripping over him really, as she tried to escape the grasp of another of the men. She recovered from her fall and scrambled backward. The man pursuing her wasn’t so lucky. When he collided with Bastian, Bastian pivoted to the side and grabbed the man’s grubby plaid shirt, using the man’s momentum to propel him forward and down. He flew face first into the pavement, and then he didn’t move. In the dim lights from the pub, Bastian could just make out the dark smear of blood near his head. The fallen man moaned but didn’t get up.

      “Jane?” Bastian called out as he struggled to get up, scraping his palms over the cold concrete.

      The man Bastian had tackled earlier still had fight left in him and managed one last punch to Bastian’s eye before Bastian laid him flat with knockout blow to his temple. A feminine groan ahead of him was his only hint as to where she’d landed. He found her next to her suitcase, bending over it as she studied its ruined state. He could barely make out the scene, but he saw that her groan was one of frustration and anger. The canvas suitcase was lying in a pool of water where faint streetlights glinted off the shallow pool. No doubt her clothes and any other items inside were soaked. It was his fault they’d been attacked. He couldn’t set foot in town without attracting trouble and attention, whether he tried to avoid it or not. This was exactly why he shouldn’t have come with her tonight, but he couldn’t trust her to drive alone, not after his father had died trying to make the drive back to the Hall.

      “Damn.” She righted the suitcase and rolled it over to where he stood on the curb, watching her. He was closer to the lights from the pub than she was, and when she caught sight of him, she gasped and ran straight up to him.

      “Oh my God! Are you okay?” She grasped his face, and he flinched as several sensitive places on his cheeks and jaw protested, despite the gentleness of her touch.

      “I’ve been better. This is exactly why I insisted you stay at Stormclyffe.” He pushed her hands away and touched the back of his head, wincing because it felt like glass shards were embedded in the back of his skull. There wasn’t a wound, only a nasty bump. Jane’s hands returned to his face. They were soft and soothing as she examined him. The unexpected touch pulled something deep inside him. He wanted her to keep touching him, but he couldn’t let her. She was already too close to him, and his family’s bad luck was starting to extend to her.

      “You’re a mess. Come on, we need to get you fixed up.” She looped one arm through his and led him back to the car, dragging her suitcase behind her with her free hand. The growing pain of the new headache set in, and Bastian handed over the keys to the rental car without much of a fight. Driving the way he felt now wasn’t safe or wise.

      She drove them to a nearby pharmacy that was open late and ran in to buy supplies. While she was gone, Bastian pulled out his phone and dialed Randolph.

      “Yes, my lord?” His butler answered on the first ring.

      “We will be a little late. Please have the cook prepare some sandwiches and leave them in the kitchen.”

      “Of course, my lord. Do you require anything else?”

      He smiled, even though it hurt to do so. Randolph was a good man. He was one of Bastian’s father’s servants who had remained loyal over the years and had known Bastian since he was a babe in his cradle. Too often of late, the butler had been carrying the burden of the renovations, and the man deserved a reprieve.

      “No, nothing else. Thank you, Randolph. Get to bed and rest.”

      For a long moment, the older man didn’t respond, but when he did speak, his tone was a little rough and full of appreciation. “Thank you, my lord. I shall see you in the morning.”

      “Good night.” He ended the call and pocketed his phone just in time to catch Jane’s quick-footed approach from the store, a plastic bag slung over one arm. His lips twitched. She was playful and casual, her American upbringing warring with her love for British culture. She was a conundrum that fascinated him. The way she moved, with a dancer’s grace, every action natural and real, not like the women of his station who carried themselves with rigid poise or the women he dated who hung all over him, batting their lashes coquettishly. Jane simply existed as she was, and he liked that in a woman. He liked it too much.

      I cannot get attached. The grim reminder didn’t sit well with him. She needed to finish her research and get out. He hoped she wouldn’t find much to write about. The last thing he wanted was a research paper pointing like a sign to his home so that all the tourists coming to the castle would end up being ghost hunters or simply curious gawkers.

      She opened the door with one hand and tossed the bag into his lap. When she saw his face, she wrinkled her nose and squinted.

      “Does it look that bad?” he asked.

      She bit her lip then replied. “I should have grabbed a bag of frozen peas.”

      Peas? What on earth did the woman need peas for? When a man got into a fight and had bruising, he didn’t put a bag of bloody peas on his face. A bag of ice would have been better.

      “When you get out onto the country road, go slow, Jane.” He wished he could drive. He didn’t like the idea of her steering them to their doom.

      “Okay. Why?” She wasn’t questioning him or challenging him. He didn’t hear that in her tone.

      “The road is very narrow, and there are cliffs and plenty of ditches within easy distance of the road where you could roll the car. I was not joking when I said earlier you could easily harm yourself or worse.” He braced one hand on the right armrest and the other against the closed window as the pain in his head doubled. The memories were always buried deep in his heart, but having to drive the road that had killed his father wasn’t something he faced easily.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? You’re really pale.” Something in his chest gave a funny little flip at the look of concern she gave him. No one except for Randolph or his parents had ever worried about him the way she seemed to. His little bookworm cared.

      “It feels like an ax is splitting my head in two.” He rubbed his temples again.

      “There’s aspirin and a bottle of water in the sack.” She pointed to the bag in his lap.

      With a sigh, he dug through it until he found the bottle and the water, and he downed two pills. Hopefully the medicine would kick in soon and dull the awful throbbing between his eyes.

      “Bastian…I’m so sorry about what happened.”

      He shrugged and set the water in the cup holder. “It wasn’t your fault some drunken louts decided to have some fun.”

      The look she cast his way was doubtful. “Is this the sort of thing that happens when you come into Weymouth?”

      He nodded. This had certainly been one of the more violent encounters but no less disturbing than the other incidents he’d had. The last time he had been in town, an old Russian woman outside a butcher shop had spat at his feet and made a strange sign with her hands, which he later learned was a sign to ward off the devil or evil spirits. Sometimes he wondered if he was a magnet for bad attention because of his family’s reputation or the “curse” as the townspeople viewed it. Less reputable characters often flocked to him, ready to wreak havoc upon his life.

      “These things happen. I took a chance going there.”

      “Why did you?” she asked.

      Her eyes were on the road, but he knew her attention was fixated on him and what he might say. The truth couldn’t hurt.

      “I wanted to. It was that simple.” If she’d gone alone, she might have been fine, but then again, he couldn’t be sure, which is why he’d risked going with her. Only that had brought down the trouble all the more quickly upon them both.

      She glanced at him. “I don’t think there’s anything simple about you.”

      Neither of them spoke after that. The car headlights pierced the gloom ahead of them, revealing the pale gray pavement of the road. Without the moon to light the hills, the terrain was pitch-black. Even the lights from the city behind them seemed to be cocooned in a bubble, unable to penetrate the darkness of the sloping hills that led to his family’s home.

      A flash of memory crossed his mind of the first night he’d come to the hall. It had been an endless night like this. A childlike fear of the dark and the things that stirred in it had risen up in him so quickly, he’d sucked in a harsh breath. In that instant, he’d longed for his father more than anything else. He envied the way his father had never seemed to fear anything. Driving to the Hall near midnight would have been the same to his father as driving there during daylight. It wasn’t like that for Bastian. He was a sensible man, a rational one, but sometimes his body reacted, even when his head insisted there was nothing to fear from foolish stories and old wives’ tales.

      As he’d driven up to Stormclyffe Hall that first night before starting the renovations, the monolithic specter of the castle had burst out of the gloom, appearing before his headlights like a phantom itself. Not a single light had shone from the windows, nor had a breath of life stirred in the air around him as he got out of the car. He’d wondered then, would restorations and updated plumbing scrub the stones of the blood of his ancestors, purge the thought of curses and ghosts from the minds of nearly all of England—and one American PhD student? He hadn’t been able to answer the question but only rely on the hope that all would be well if he could but restore the castle.

      He was so lost in these dark thoughts, he failed to notice they had arrived at the Hall.

      “Let’s get inside and see to those injuries.” Jane was already out of the car and fetching her suitcase. Bastian grabbed the pharmacy bag and joined her at the entrance. He unlocked the door, and once they were inside, took her suitcase and rolled it to the kitchens. The original kitchens of the hall had been a large stone-floored room. The remodeling had added advanced cooktops, several ovens, three fridges, and a dazzling array of lighting fixtures that made the new appliances gleam.

      “I called Randolph while you were inside the shop. There should be sandwiches left out for us.”

      She nodded and started getting out the supplies. “Sit.” She pointed at a bar stool that backed up to one of the side counters. He did as she commanded, curious to see what she would do next. With an air of an army general, she prepped a makeshift nurse’s station. Dipping the edge of one cloth into hydrogen peroxide, she then dabbed at the cut on his face. He bit the inside of his cheek as the treatment burned. She handled several more small scrapes on his arm and hands before finally slapping a few Band-Aids on the deeper cuts. Her touch was gentle, her fingers soothing as they drifted over his skin.

      “It’s my turn to play doctor.” He couldn’t resist the chance to tease her, even though he knew he shouldn’t. Teasing could lead to so much more. Things he couldn’t do, not when he needed to stay the bloody hell away from her before some ridiculous coincidence “proved” the curse to yet another person—particularly one who might just get her assertions published. But damn if he couldn’t resist.

      The responding blush that flooded her cheeks was priceless. She started to pull her hands away, but he caught her wrists and held her. Her lips were ripe for kissing and oh so close.

      Christ…he wanted her so bad it hurt and not in a way related to the injuries of his fight. The need to have her was as strong as the need to draw his next breath. It was nothing like before, when they first met. This time there was no wild, frightening fire driving him to act in a state of madness. Instead, there was a deep ache only curable by her touch, her body tucked in his arms. He wanted to explore her, learn what made her sigh and purr. The incident in the drawing room had been a flash fire of passion quick to burn out. Right now though, it was vastly different. His attraction to her wasn’t a fleeting thing that would vanish when sanity returned.

      Temporary lust was easily managed. True desire was an entirely different thing.

      Still holding her hand, he noticed a few scrapes on her knuckles and some faint bruising marring her creamy skin.

      “How many punches did you throw?” He meant to tease her, but his words come out rough. The idea of her fighting made his blood heat and yet made him anxious, too. She was under his protection, and she’d gotten hurt. Guilt rotted away inside him.

      “I might have thrown a few.” She faced him, her voice steady.

      “Brave little bookworm,” he mused.

      Her eyes widened, and those luscious lips parted on a shocked gasp. “Bookworm?”

      He swallowed, realizing he had let it slip. Time to distract her. He scooped up a clean cloth and dabbed at her knuckles.

      “Ow!” she yelped. He could tell by the half-hidden smile on her lips that it hadn’t really stung.

      Bastian continued to clean the scrapes before fixing a few plasters around her fingers. The entire time she watched him, and he feared she could see right through him. No woman had ever looked upon him with such startling clarity. Her gaze unmade him and reformed him into something he’d longed to be for years: unguarded, open, and unafraid. She was the sort of woman that could tempt him to risk everything to be with her, if only he let himself. And that was exactly the problem. He couldn’t let her get close, not when what was left of his family and their reputation might get hurt.

      When he was finished tending to her, he gestured to one of the fridges.

      “You get the food. I’ll fetch something from the wine cellar.”

      “Sure.” She tugged her hands from his and stepped back.

      The loss of her closeness unsettled him, but he had no valid reason to drag her into his arms. He almost wished he’d lose himself like he had in the drawing room. Distance, even temporary, would be good. He didn’t look back as he left the kitchen. The castle halls were dark. Half of the lighting still hadn’t been installed yet. Luckily, the route to the wine cellar wasn’t that complicated. A left turn past the painting of two knights jousting, then a right at the hall where Richard’s collection of marble statues stood on pedestals on either side of the long room. It was one of the more intriguing parts of the house. He made mental note to keep her away from the private archives where the journals containing sordid details of the Weymouth tragedies lay.

      The old oak door leading to wine cellar groaned as he pulled on the circular iron handle. The hinges needed oiling or perhaps replacing. One more thing to add to the damned list of things to fix. An electric lamp at the top of the stairs was within each reach, and he flicked it on. Yellow light bathed the steps but didn’t penetrate the pool of blackness below. When Bastian took the first step down, a cool breeze tickled his face, stirring the fine hairs on the back of his neck. He didn’t move as the sound of soft exhalation brushed his ears, like a woman’s heavy sigh. He could almost hear Jane’s voice in his head.

      Ghosts, they haunt these walls. She had never uttered the words aloud, but he had seen that thought flash across her face.

      When his feet hit the stone floor at the bottom of the stairs, he paused again. The curious sensation of focus on the back of his head made him uneasy. It had to be nerves. Jane and her foolish obsession were rubbing off on him, that was all. However…he didn’t linger in the cellar. He snatched up the nearest bottle of red wine from the rack to his right and vaulted back up the stairs, firmly slamming the cellar door behind him with a satisfying bang. Whatever was down there, if there was anything, would stay down there. As he headed back for the kitchen, he strained to focus on a faint sound…the echoing laugh of a woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Jane studied the plate of cucumber sandwiches, a little smile tugging at her lips. Cucumber sandwiches. Wasn’t that so English? Her stomach rumbled, and she succumbed to her hunger and reached for one of the perfectly cut little pieces.

      “Gotcha.” Bastian chuckled from somewhere behind her.

      She whirled around, a sandwich stuffed in her mouth and guilt heating her cheeks. After swallowing she apologized.

      “Sorry, I’m starved.” She half turned and picked up the plate, offering him one.

      He selected two and set them on a small plate for himself. Then he crossed the room to the cabinets on the far wall and retrieved two wineglasses, filling them.

      There was something so intimate about the two of them alone in the kitchen, ready to share a meal. It wasn’t at all what she had expected when she came here. It was one of the things she and Tim had often done. Meals, just the two of them in cozy little pubs in Charleston on the holidays. It made her heart ache and twist because she missed the man less than the intimacy of just being with someone. She had to be careful. She didn’t want that intimacy ever again, even as much as she missed it. The thought of losing someone she loved over all the strange happenings in her life tied to Stormclyffe hurt too much.

      She shivered, realizing she still wore his coat. She would return it, soon, but not right now. Surely there was nothing wrong with wanting to savor a few more minutes of being enveloped by a coat that bore his woodsy, masculine scent. It was soothing and enticing, like her own personal catnip.

      “So, tell me about yourself, Jane. I realized today I know very little of you except for your academic interests, of course.” He slid her glass close to her hand. Their fingers met on the glass’s stem, and neither of them pulled away for a moment. It was Jane who finally broke the contact, and she wished she hadn’t, but she desperately needed a drink. She wasn’t great at small talk. With Tim, everything had been so easy; they’d had so much in common. But Bastian was a stranger, one she felt drawn to in ways she never had felt with Tim. What could she say?

      I’m just a girl who had an average, happy life but always felt I belonged somewhere else…belonged…here? It sounded silly, and if she was going to start talking about herself, she needed a few sips of liquid courage. The wine’s bouquet was heady and rich. She thought she tasted a hint of cherry and oak.

      “Not much to tell really. I’m from Charleston, South Carolina.”

      “Siblings?” he prompted and then took a bite out of his sandwich.

      “One brother. Garrett is four years older than me. He can be an idiot at times, but a loveable one.” A little smile curved her lips.

      He grinned devilishly. “That explains your instinct to punch my shoulder whenever you’re losing an argument.”

      “Oh?” She tried not to laugh, but she couldn’t help herself. It was true. She punched Garrett. A lot. He was always bullying her whenever they argued about something, and socking him was the best way to distract him. It was a habit she’d never really outgrown.

      “A close friend of mine has a younger brother and sister, and you remind me of them.” The soft smile that played on his lips melted her inside. He seemed genuinely happy at some secret memory from long ago. What she wouldn’t give in that moment to discover a way to keep him smiling like that. It was a beautiful expression on his face, and someone blessed with that nice of a smile should have a reason to always be smiling. Yet, she knew only too well after this afternoon’s research that smiles from Bastian were few and far between and hard-won if they came. There was so little for him to be happy about. It was obvious that wealth and title did not equal happiness. It was one more reason she was curious to know who would bring such fond memories and soft smiles to his lips.

      “Who is it?” she couldn’t help but ask. She desperately wanted some insight into his life and his past.

      “Rhys Wolfe. You have probably heard of him by his title. Viscount Wolfe. He’s a fellow schoolmate of mine from Eaton and later Cambridge. He’s a good man. His younger brother Owen and his sister Chloe are quite the pair of troublemakers, always have been. They perfected the art of outnumbering and outmaneuvering Rhys at every opportunity, much to the hilarity of us watching whatever scheme they had concocted unfold. Afterward, they would insist it was Rhys’s determination to be the perfect elder brother that inspired such a need to rebel and cause trouble. I sometimes wish—” He caught himself and with a rueful shake of his head, covered his lips with his wineglass, and drank.

      She swallowed hard as she resisted the desire to ask the question that would prompt his answer. Perhaps if she changed tactics, she could get him to come back to it.

      “What’s it like? Growing up and living in this world?” She gestured to the kitchens.

      “Being an earl, you mean?” He laughed softly, but there was no joy in the sound. Only pain.

      “Try to imagine a dozen responsibilities, duties, and worries and multiply that by a thousand, extend it to a lifetime, and you’ll have some idea of what being an earl is like. I spend most of my time worrying over issues in Parliament and my estate. I have to worry not only about my own needs but those of whom I employ.” He raked his hands through his hair and then planted his elbows on the counter and continued in exasperation. “It’s like running a bloody miniature country. Frustrating as hell,” he growled. “The only time I ever was able to focus on something outside of my duties to my lands and title was when I was away at university.”

      Comprehension flooded Jane, and visions of the websites and news articles she’d read about him flashed across her eyes. A piece of the puzzle of Bastian Carlisle fell into place at last.

      “That’s why you pursued such extensive studies. I wondered at the number of degrees and the depth and complexity of your education.” She slapped her hands over her mouth when she realized her words sounded like an insult.

      His lips kicked up in a wolfish grin as she blushed to the roots of her hair.

      “I mean to say…that is…most people in your position wouldn’t waste time…” That didn’t come out right either. She felt like an idiot.

      He reached out and brushed an errant lock of her hair behind her ear, still grinning that devil’s grin. “I know what you meant.”

      His touch made her skin tingle and her body flush, as his fingertips coasted over the sensitive shell of her ear.

      They were so close on their bar stools. If she moved an inch, their knees would touch.

      “Learning was my only solace, my only freedom.” He bit his bottom lip, appearing equally thoughtful and bashful, which turned out to have the most devastating effect on her body. Little shivers and heat flared and fired beneath her skin like sparklers on the fourth of July. She moved without thinking and reached for his bare forearm. His muscles jumped at her touch but he didn’t draw back.

      I shouldn’t touch him. She knew it. Her head knew it, but her heart, still bruised and bleeding wanted so badly to connect to him, even if it meant risking itself for more hurt.

      “It sounds very silly when I say it out loud,” he mused and shook his head. The action was so disheartening that Jane acted on pure instinct.

      She caught his face in her hands and pulled his head down to hers, kissing him. For a long second, only her lips moved, enticing his to respond, and then it was as if she’d unleashed a wild creature. Bastian caught her by the waist with one hand and by the nape of her neck with the other as he dragged her off her stool and onto his lap, forcing her to straddle him. The stumbling action of their coming together had him laughing against her neck as he steadied her. Then he took possession of her mouth again.

      She was alone inside her head; no phantoms chased her and pushed her away from her own body. This wasn’t like the drawing room. There was only this wild, raw kiss that felt as old as the stones on the cliff and as unceasing as the waves battering the rocks. Each nibble, each lingering lick and feathering of lips was alluring and dangerous. The need to be with him, to get closer even when their bodies touched everywhere, wasn’t enough. And it was only a kiss. When had time shattered and the universe shrunk to just two bodies pressed together, two mouths fused as one? Never in her life had Jane experienced such a moment. It terrified her. Being with Tim hadn’t felt like this, not even close. But like Tim, the earl thought she was nuts. I need to stop. I need to break away from him before I lose myself.

      But it was too late; she was lost. His kiss would haunt her more than any spectral woman in white or leaping shadows. Her feelings, the ones she had refused to accept, were now forced into the light and could never be buried again.

      As their lips parted reluctantly, he brushed her hair back from her face, his fingertips lingering on her skin and threading through her hair. That tender, intimate gesture squeezed her heart like a fist. Feeling this way, it was like a knife slicing small cuts on her soul. The pain wasn’t there right away; it grew slowly as some rationality returned. This wasn’t real. Whatever was between them was merely chemical attraction. He might have done this with many women before her—play the wounded Byronic hero and they’d all fall into his embrace. The realization left a bitter taste in her mouth and an ache in her chest.

      Still, his passion-darkened eyes and ragged breathing were a sensual symphony. Their foreheads touched, and his hands massaged her shoulders in slow, methodical, soothing strokes. He nuzzled her, his face brushing against hers as he shut his eyes and exhaled. Jane gazed in rapt fascination at his incredibly long lashes, a deep gold like his hair, as they fanned out over his proud cheekbones. He was so beautiful it hurt her to look at him, yet she couldn’t tear her eyes away.

      “We should finish dinner.” His hands dropped from her body. She nearly cried out from the loss of his touch. She finally sank back onto her bar stool, unsure of what to do. He did not meet her eyes, and they finished dinner quickly in silence. Did he regret what they’d done? Had he not liked kissing her? Her insecurities were fresh and unwelcome, but she couldn’t push them away.

      One thought ran through her mind again and again like quicksilver.

      I am falling for him, and he doesn’t even care.

      After dinner, she and Bastian took care of the dishes, and then he escorted her back into the corridor. Her suitcase was once again under his control, and Jane bit her lip to keep from frowning. Didn’t he want to talk about what happened? Or was he going to just ignore the fact that they’d made out like a couple of teenagers? She wanted to talk about it. Hell, she wanted to prod him a bit and see how he felt about her. But the silence seemed like pretty damning evidence. A man wouldn’t just kiss a woman and then ignore her if he was really attracted to her. Which meant he didn’t really desire her.

      “Bastian, would it be possible to see more of the castle tomorrow?”

      He studied one of the many paintings on the wall before answering. “I suppose Randolph could give you a tour of the house and grounds before you settle down with your books.” He led her to one of the main staircases in the castle.

      “Randolph? Not you?” Rejected. It didn’t just sting. It hurt. Bad.

      “It’s better if we don’t…” His words lingered like shadows, swallowing what little feeble light of hope her foolish heart had held. He cleared his throat. “Randolph is much more familiar with the recent history of the Hall and would be an excellent guide.”

      “But—”

      “I have a lot to do. Your presence is already an imposition. I cannot waste time on you.” Bastian didn’t meet her eyes when he spoke. It might have killed her outright if he had.

      Waste time on me? The idea that she was a waste was so belittling that it chilled her heart. She couldn’t fall for a man who viewed her like that. She was worth time. If he didn’t see that, then it was his loss. Whatever temporary insanity that had gripped her since she met him was obviously hormone related. Strictly physical. That was all it had to be.

      “Your room is this way.” He rested a palm on the dark oak banister. The wood gleamed beneath the glow of the wall sconce lights on either side of the stairs. Intricate flowers had been carved into the wood, creating a picturesque view. The petals and stems looked real enough that she could touch them and expect them to feel their softness. Bastian tapped, waiting to hear her answer. He seemed completely unaware of the beautiful banister next to him.

      “This way.” He started up the carpeted stairs. She followed behind him, hating how she couldn’t help but admire the way his jeans molded to his backside. Memories from the drawing room filled her, how she’d wrapped her legs around his waist as he… She shivered and tried to push that thought away. That moment with him had been so different from the others. They’d come together as though they’d spent centuries apart, not as though they were newly discovering each other. She preferred the man who had kissed her in the kitchen, the man who sweetly kissed her with fire and passion but not with wild desperation and anger. That had felt like someone else. But of course, he didn’t want her. Wasn’t interested. She was a “waste of time.” The thought made her bristle. Even though she didn’t want to like him, she didn’t want him to not like her.

      When they reached her room, he opened the door, revealing a beautiful room done in the Baroque period style. The walls were a fashionable drab green, and a four-poster bed with crimson moreen hangings trimmed with forest-green tassels made an impressive sight. The crème coverlet was brocaded with flowers, and the bed looked plush and comfortable.  A healthy fire snapped and crackled in the fireplace opposite the bed. It was the painting that hung above the bed that caught her attention.

      “Oh!” Her hand flew to her throat, clasping her pendant as she struggled to breathe. Excitement stirred to life inside her all over again as she stared up in wonder. Bastian set her luggage down next to her and joined her at the foot of the bed.

      “It’s him!” She pointed, even though the gesture was unnecessary.

      “I thought you would enjoy this room.”

      Enjoy? There wasn’t a word in the English language that could have described how she was feeling in that moment. She was staring at the only portrait of Richard Carlisle in existence. The one she had seen in her research books. The faded photographs didn’t do it justice. Richard was seated in a red wingback chair facing her. An Irish wolfhound sat next to him, its tongue lolling to the side of its mouth like a dark guardian with a lupine smile. Richard’s face mirrored his hound’s but only with a hint of a smile. He was predatory, sensual, and powerful in his dark blue waistcoat, and knee-high black boots. Bastian’s ancestor looked every inch the earl he was. But it was so much more than that. Bastian and Richard could have been twins, the uncanny resemblance was so strong.

      The painting cast a spell over her, weaving invisible tendrils around her body, drawing her in. Barely audible whispers drifted close to her ears.

      “My beloved, my beloved, you cannot run from me again.”

      “Cannot run,” she murmured in a daze. A faint ringing started up in her ears, and she swayed uneasily on her feet. Bastian caught her by the elbow, steadying her. As soon as he touched her, it was gone.

      “Are you all right?” Bastian asked.

      “Just tired.” She pulled away from him.

      “I trust you will be comfortable here?” His gaze danced across the room as though trying to study it with a critical eye, looking for any faults.

      Her own focus went straight back to the painting. “Yes!” she exclaimed, tearing her gaze from Richard to the living man next to her. “Thank you so much for letting me stay here.” Despite his callous words, the gesture of letting her stay in this room wasn’t lost on her. He could have just as easily put her in a broom cupboard, but instead he’d brought her here.

      “You’re welcome. Randolph is always around if you need anything. My room is across the hall. Breakfast is at eight, and I will inform Randolph he is to take you on the tour.” He moved toward the door but paused, turned around to lean against the jamb, and look at her. His figure was shadowy as though caught between two worlds and belonging fully to neither. A strange stirring of woe and fear dug deep into her stomach. Jane had a horrible sense that she might lose him. With great sadness, she admitted in her heart that she knew he would never belong to her. No matter what dreams and hopes she might build, they were as solid as castles formed in the clouds. One could never possess what one never had. However, it didn’t ease the ache of wanting nor make the melancholy of loss fade.

      “Jane,” he began but didn’t finish. He rubbed the back of his neck with his palm as though unsure of what to say.

      “Yes?” She fought hard to keep the hope from showing in her voice as she leaned back against the nearest bedpost. Her fingers curled in the crimson hangings. The fabric was cool and soft to the touch.

      “I wanted to…” He finally met her gaze. “I wanted to thank you for the kiss. I haven’t been kissed like that in many years. It shouldn’t have happened though.” He pushed away from the door, and after a moment, he walked toward her, a look of determination hardening his features momentarily. With his every step drawing him closer, her breath hitched, and she clung to the hangings for support. When he was mere inches away from her, he simply stared at her face and then focused on her mouth as though the answers he sought were there. She licked her lips nervously as sharp hunger spiked through her. Would he kiss her again? Would she lose herself anew in his embrace?

      “Why?” she asked.

      He ignored her question. “Who are you, Jane? Who are you really?” His whispered question made her shiver. She didn’t know the answer herself. He trailed the back of his knuckles over her cheek, and another shiver rippled through her, like a pool of water disturbed by a stone cast into its depths.

      “Who am I? I don’t know…not anymore.” She was Jane, but she wasn’t Jane any longer. The more she was around him, the more she felt she was changing. Like the coastline by the Sandsfoot Castle ruins, her sense of self was altering with the force of Bastian’s presence, which pounded at her like mighty waves. They would shape and form each other and become something new, only she wasn’t sure what that would be. She simply knew that she belonged with him, wherever he was.

      But he didn’t want her, wouldn’t have anything to do with her. Every time he touched her, he reminded her it was wrong, that they shouldn’t do it. Then why did he keep coming back to her? It didn’t make any sense, and she knew logically she shouldn’t want him either.

      He lowered his head and feathered his lips along her jaw, and her lashes fluttered as pleasure and need fueled each other until her skin was burning.

      “You are a mystery to me.” His words rumbled against the sensitive skin of her neck as he pressed his body into hers, pinning her to the bedpost. “You’re an American, but you act as though this place is in your blood. I see your love of my home shining in your eyes, even as you fear its darkness.” He stole a brief, hot kiss before continuing. “You look like her, Jane. Did you know that? When I first saw you, I thought you were Isabelle come back from the dead.”

      His hands cupped her shoulders, fingers tensing. “I thought I’d gone mad, believing such nonsense, and then I gave in and kissed you, and we…” His mouth trembled as he kissed her again, this time deep but too brief. “It’s as if the past is repeating itself …” He shook his head ruefully. “What does it matter? I want this. I want you, even though I shouldn’t.”

      She opened her mouth to deny him, but no words were there. His mouth came down hard on hers, and she was caught in the tide and pulled away from the safety of the shore.

      Isabelle. He thinks I look like Isabelle, and I think he looks like Richard. It was the only thought to penetrate the haze of her mind during that everlasting kiss. His hands never left her face, and his thumbs stroked her cheeks in a soothing rhythm. They focused only on that kiss and the infinite perfection of the way they moved together as though they’d kissed for a thousand years and would do so for a thousand more. His body pressed against hers in a small rocking motion that hypnotized her. A simple meeting of their mouths, and she came undone.  A flick of his tongue against hers, the flash of unguarded emotion in his brown eyes.

      When they finally parted and he met her gaze, their panting breaths shared the quiet air around them. She knew she would never be the same. She could never go back to her books and her research and not think of him.

      What have I done? Fear slid through her, making her tremble. She didn’t want him to have this power over her. The way she’d felt for Tim paled in comparison to the way Bastian made her feel and she’d only known him a matter of hours. What would Bastian do to her if she let him get inside her heart? She should want to be safe and free of him and the spell he wove around her, but she was caught in the gossamer strands of his web. But he’d already told her he didn’t want anything to do with her—and if she told him about her dreams? He’d likely put her on the first flight to the U.S. as fast as he could get a staff member to take her to Heathrow.

      “You’re shaking,” he murmured in concern and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close. She tucked her face against his chest, inhaling his scent and bathing in his warmth. It was an awful weakness to want to be held and comforted, but she couldn’t deny it, even knowing how dangerous it was to open herself up to him.

      If someone had told her before she came here that within a day the Earl of Weymouth would be holding her in his arms, she would never have believed it. Yet here she was, letting him in where she swore no other man would be allowed. Suddenly all of her remaining energy vanished, and she collapsed, exhausted.

      “Jane! Should I call the doctor?” His breathless tone made her insides warm, and she shook her head.

      “I’m fine. I just need to sleep. It’s been an insane day. Give me a few hours sleep, and I’ll be as good as new.” The lie felt heavy on her tongue. It was her heart that hurt, but she wouldn’t dare tell him that. She pushed back from him a little and leaned back to sit on the bed.

      “If you’re sure you’re all right…?” He didn’t look convinced. His brows were lowered as he studied her from head to foot.

      “Really, you should sleep, too. You’re face is going to hurt tomorrow.” She silent begged that he would leave her alone. A girl just wanted to curl into a ball and lick her wounds after rejection, not have a man gently comfort her. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with mixed signals.

      A ghost of a smile flitted across his face. “I fear you’re right.”

      He returned to her door, and with one last look of concern he said, “Good night, Jane.”

      “Good night, Bastian.” In that moment she felt safe and protected, even after everything she had seen today.

      “You know, I like that you call me Bastian.” He chuckled, the sound so soft and inviting.

      “You do?” It just occurred to her that she had forgotten her manners and did the American thing by consistently calling a peer of the English realm by his first name.

      “Yes, I do. I don’t feel so alone.” This last comment was so quiet, she almost wondered if she had dreamed it. He closed the door behind him.

      She stayed on the bed for a minute longer before she roused herself and went over to her suitcase. Dark stains made splotchy patterns on the red fabric of the bag. She laid it down and unzipped it. With a sigh of relief, she dug through the contents, finding nothing damaged. She found her flannel pajamas and changed into them and got into bed.

      The fire in the hearth was lit beneath the painting. The logs crackled and snapped as they were consumed by the ravenous flames. Randolph must have lit the fire before he’d gone to bed. It warmed the room up and yet the dance of shadows made Jane uneasy. She snuggled deep into the comforter and willed herself to sleep. She wasn’t sure how long it took, but just before she started to drift off, one of the shadows thickened into a strange shape…like a body hanging from a noose.

      She blinked, and it was gone.

      Just a dream. Please let it be a dream.
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      Bastian leaned back against the wall next to Jane’s closed door. His body was rigid, tension coiled like snakes in his muscles. He had kissed her again, had almost lost control again. But she had tasted so good, like wine and her own natural sweetness. The way she had shivered and gasped, breathless as he held her, still echoed in his ears and made him ache bone deep to go back into her room and finish what he had started. Neither of them spoke about the drawing room incident or how they had been so intimate there yet like distant voyeurs. However, the kitchen and her bedroom…those two kisses belonged solely to them and not to the past.

      They couldn’t keep doing this, a dance circling closer and closer to each other until they made the mistake of sleeping together. It couldn’t be allowed to happen. She didn’t seem strong enough to stay away from him, so he would have to be the one to stop it. But damned if he hadn’t been the one kissing her! He raked a hand through his hair, tugging hard on the strands in his desperation to think. Maybe if he chose to completely avoid her the rest of the week, then he could just send her packing and be done with it and they’d never cross paths again. Yes, that might work. Stormclyffe was large. He could easily avoid one little bookworm.

      He pushed away from the wall, regret making his steps heavy, and his boots knocked into something.

      A bag toppled over at his feet. Jane’s briefcase. He started to pick it up when he noticed a leather-bound book with a blank spine lay on top of her notebook. It was old, not a textbook or research material. He knew he should just slide it inside the bag and leave it alone, but his hands were already curling around the tome and lifting it up. He hissed as an electric shock pulsed through his skin at his palms and fingers where he held the book. Rather than drop it, he suddenly found he couldn’t let go of it. How could a book shock him? They didn’t carry electric current…

      It fell open, the yellowed paper parting soundlessly. Handwriting in faded ink flowed in delicate swirls and loops across the pages. Bastian’s eyes widened as he read the first couple of lines.

      This was his ancestor Richard’s diary. How had Jane found this? Where had she found it? A part of him snarled. She had kept this a secret from him. He had every right to know what lay in the pages, to see the story his ancestor told. It was his family not hers, and he had expressly denied her access to his family’s private papers. His fist was halfway raised in front of her door before he realized he was about to knock. He didn’t want to quarrel with her. No. He would simply take the diary and protect it. She could come to him if she really wanted it. And she’d have to admit to him that she’d found it and was keeping it from him. If she wasn’t brave enough to confront him, then he’d  have the diary safe with him.

      He crossed the hall and entered his own bedroom. It was a mirror of Jane’s room, only with midnight-blue hangings around the bed, and it lacked a portrait over the fireplace of course. Instead there was a lovely mural of Stormclyffe Hall surrounded by the woods. Several black fallow deer were at the edge of the forest. They were beautiful creatures. There was a wild herd that had lived on the estate’s lands for the last two-hundred-and fifty years. They weren’t shy, and he had successfully hand-fed a few of them the first week he had moved in. The old groundskeeper he had hired to oversee the estate’s lands had advised him on how to work with the deer.

      He set the journal down on the bed, a little relieved that he could let go of the book that had clung to his hands like a magnet only a few seconds before. Then he went over to the tall armoire against one wall. The old wood creaked as he opened the door and retrieved his silk pajama bottoms. After stripping off his clothes, he donned the pants and turned around.

      “Christ!” He nearly jumped at the sight of the diary on the bed.

      It was lying open to a section in the middle. He’d been sure that when he had set the journal down it had been closed. He strode over to the bed, and flipped it shut and then, experimenting, he pressed the bed down next to the book. Bastian wasn’t sure what he expected, maybe that the book would flip open due to a dipping spot in the mattress.

      The book didn’t move.

      The fine hairs on his arm stood on end, and a cool breeze teased him from behind as though some cold beast from the far north breathed down the back of his neck. He knew if Jane was here, she would mention ghosts and hauntings. He didn’t want to entertain that possibility. He picked up the journal, closed it, and just stared at the cover. What did he expect? To suddenly see visions or hear the voice of a man long dead? He shook his head when nothing happened. Jane was having a bad influence on him. Still…there was no harm in browsing a few pages. The book became heavy in his hands, and when he loosened his hold, it parted again to that same spot. He began to read.

      June 1st 1810

      I can’t escape her. She is hounding my every step. Cordelia Huntington and her father have developed a habit of appearing whenever I go to town. Whenever I attend any social function, they are there. I’ve seen many a woman watch me with interest and desire, but the way Cordelia eyes me, in a strangely possessive way like a cat eyeing a mouse, is unnerving.

      The whispering has started. Witchcraft. There have been cattle dying in town with no visible cause. And birds. So many birds, their little hearts ripped from their chests as their bodies appear outside of doorways, like some portent of doom. My days are filled with handling the concerns of my people and reassuring them that we have no witches in our town, even though I am not entirely sure if that is true. There’s only one thing I want. To be with Isabelle. I cannot find a moment alone with her, the woman I crave beyond reason.

      Today, though, today I was lucky. Her father and mother joined me as I escorted her to see the ruins of Sandsfoot Castle, an old structure that dates back to Henry VIII. As long as the visitors stay safely away from the more dangerous parts of the shore, which could easily crumble, it is a safe spot for picnics and outings. I knew it was to be the perfect spot to propose to Isabelle.

      As I waited outside Braxton’s inn, I shifted restlessly in the seat of my carriage, my fingers curling around my mother’s garnet ring, which was tucked safely in my waistcoat pocket. My footman appeared at the door, opening it and assisting the waiting guests inside. Mr. and Mrs. Braxton climbed in, taking the seats opposite me. The innkeeper and his wife were all smiles and warmth, something I liked immensely about them. They were genuine people and did not try to befriend me out of any desire to climb a social ladder.

      Isabelle’s face appeared as she peeked into the coach. Her beautiful eyes lit up when she saw me, and she smiled. My body burst into flames inside. She was so lovely, but it wasn’t merely her looks which held me in rapture. It is her kindness, her intelligence, and the hint of passion she tries to hide each time upon our meeting. Last evening, we danced again, and my hand fit to her waist perfectly. A high color had blossomed in her cheeks, and I knew then that we would enjoy lovemaking. The night couldn’t come soon enough. I wanted to please her, to give her so much, my life, my love, my soul, my passion. I wanted her to own me. A man shouldn’t want to admit to such a desire, I know, but it’s true. I wish for her to brand her name upon my heart and never leave me.

      She slipped inside the coach and sat next to me before I could even get out and hand her in.

      “Thank you for this lovely outing, my lord,” Mr. Braxton said.

      “You are most welcome,” I answered, and I meant it.

      The weather was perfect for the picnic. The attending footman saw to it the drinks and food were prepared and laid out on several blankets. The wicker baskets were overflowing with cold roast, boiled eggs, and shortbread. My footman, George, stood by ready to refill our glasses with lemonade or Madeira wine. Isabelle’s parents occupied one blanket while Isabelle and I occupied the other.

      As always, I engaged Mr. Braxton in a frank and intelligent discussion. Despite the other man’s humble beginnings, he was well spoken and very bright. He was much the opposite of a man like Sir Huntington who did not care to know the most basic of intellectual subjects but instead preferred to bandy about names and titles of people whom he could curry favor with. The Braxtons were a far cry from that part of my life, and I relished any chance to escape such social engagements that would bring me into close quarters with the Huntingtons.

      After we had finished eating, I politely got Mr. Braxton’s attention.

      “Could I be allowed to take Miss Braxton on a walk closer to the ruins?”

      Isabelle sat up a little straighter on our blanket, her gaze darted between me and her father, the glimmer of hope barely concealed in her eyes. Did she know of my plan to propose? Surely not, I’ve kept the secret so guarded, she could not know.

      “Yes, of course,” Mr. Braxton replied, a soft and yet knowing glint in his eyes.

      I offered Isabelle my hand and assisted her in standing. We strolled along the green path toward the cliffs, her arm tucked in mine. Another confession had to be made, and I feared weaker men would think it made me a fool. But the pleasure of having Isabelle’s hand resting lightly upon my arm as we walked in amiable silence was one of the best moments of my life. When we were only a few yards away from the ruins, I stopped and clasped Isabelle’s hands in mine.

      For a few moments, she kept her gaze on the ruins. “It’s peaceful here.” She sighed and turned to look my way.

      My heart pounded as I struggled to find the words I had rehearsed a dozen times this morning.

      “Isabelle, we have only known each other a few weeks, but in that short time I have come to regard your company greatly.” I swallowed, hoping to speak around the sudden knot in my throat. Sweat dewed on my forehead, and I prayed I could be strong enough to ask her. If she refused me…I could not think of that. I decided I had to continue.

      Something sad filled her eyes, darkening the gray luminescence to a shadow-stormy blue.

      “I know what you must say,” she interjected when I would have spoken. Her tone was gentle, and her eyes brimmed with a sadness I hoped never to see in her.

      “You do?” Did she mean to reject me?

      “Yes. You must, of course. We cannot go on as we are. It’s better to end things.”

      “I must what?” I stumbled over her words. “End things?” I shook my head almost violently and raised her hands to my lips, feverishly kissing them. “No, no, that’s not it at all, my love. I was going to propose to you. If you will let me.”

      I tried to tease her, but she stared at me in confusion.

      “Propose? To me?” Her voice rose an octave. “But you must marry someone of your station. I am nobody. An innkeeper’s daughter.”

      The scorn for her station was evident in every syllable. It pained me she thought so little of herself. I wished she saw herself the way I always had.

      “I don’t care, Isabelle. I want you. Would you prefer me to go to London and marry a simpering bore? Isabelle,” I groaned in exasperation. “You!” I kissed her hands again. “You are the only woman I want and need. Please.”

      I dropped to one knee and retrieved the ring from my pocket and offered it to her. My heart thrashed against my ribs as I waited for her to react. “Please…please do me the honor of being my wife.”

      She looked away from me, her eyes drinking in the castle ruins and the sea beyond before she returned her gaze to me. When she did, tears streaked down her face.

      “Why do you weep, my heart?” I surged to my feet and wrapped my arms around her. Every time we touched, lightning seemed to strike my body and bind me tighter to her. She had to say yes, had to agree to end my torment. I kept the ring cupped in my palm.

      “I’m overcome with happiness, my lord.” Her words were breathless and hitched as though she fought off the urge to cry.

      I stared at her, hope filling me with a secret warmth. “Does that mean you plan to accept my offer?”

      I lifted the ring up, watching the way it reflected in her eyes like a shining star.

      She held out her left hand. “Yes. A thousand times, yes.”

      I could barely breathe. My blood thudded in my ears like a stallion across the moors as I slid the garnet ring over Isabelle’s finger.

      “Oh, Richard, whatever shall we do? The gossips in town will never let us go through with this. We will be shunned.”

      “Shunned? No. We will not. I’m the earl. You will be my countess. The people can think what they will, but you will have the respect owed to you as my wife.”

      “I don’t care about that.” Isabelle’s fingertips traced my jaw and my lips. “I only want you to be happy.” It was true, every word. Only she mattered; only her joy and love meant anything to me.

      I grinned, playful and excited. She was mine; we would be together and be happy.

      “The only reason for living is to be with you. You make me happy.” I lifted her chin and bent to kiss her. It was everything I had imagined it would be. She gave in to her own desire for me and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, tugging me closer.

      “We will be so happy, my love.” It was our first kiss, but it would not be our last, not for many years yet, I hoped.
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      Bastian let the journal fall to his lap. His eyes burned, and his throat was tight. He almost felt he had been there, the sea breeze playing with his hair as he kissed the only woman he would ever love, never knowing he would lose her in just a short while. Barely a year later, Isabelle would be dead, and Richard would follow her to the grave a few months afterward.

      Goose bumps covered his arms. He flipped the journal closed and set it on the nightstand. He didn’t know what to think. The story of his ancestors’ lives filled these pages. Details of Isabelle’s death might be in here somewhere. No wonder Jane had ferreted the diary away. It was the perfect primary source for her dissertation. As a fellow historian, he knew its value and had to acknowledge the truth—that not letting her have this would hurt her research. The last thing he wished to do was hurt Jane.

      But if he gave her this, it would open the door to his family’s darkest secrets.  Could he do that? Sacrifice the protection of his family in order to give Jane what she needed to finish her paper? If he didn’t, she would lose the support of her committee chair on her topic and wouldn’t get her PhD. He didn’t want to be the person who stood in the way of her dreams.

      She was a woman lost and doing her best to find a place that was hers. He understood that feeling all too well. Stormclyffe Hall was his refuge. Even though the place was shrouded in tragedy and its stones soaked with innocent blood, it was still the one place that was truly his. London had never felt the way the castle did. He loved the feel of the cold stone beneath his bare feet and the slightly salty taste to the air from the sea. This was his home. Perhaps it was Jane’s, too.

      A laugh escaped his lips at the rogue thought. Jane, living here. What a foolish idea. It didn’t make any sense. She was a student at Cambridge, with a life there, and eventually she would return to America.

      He eyed the journal ruefully and then got back out of bed. He took the book, went back out into the hall, slipping it back into Jane’s briefcase. When he straightened, he heard a voice, muffled voice on the other side of Jane’s doors.  Ears straining, he listened to the sounds.

      “No! No don’t leave me! Please, I cannot do this alone.” The voice belonged to Jane, but it was so full of despair and fear that he didn’t hesitate to act. He burst into her room. The meager light from the hall split a path in the darkness by the bed and revealed Jane thrashing wildly, her limbs tangled fretfully in her sheets.

      “No!” she wailed sharply, and then her body seized violently.

      “Jane.” He dashed to the bed and grabbed hold of her, dragging her coiled body into his arms. She slackened in his hold almost instantly and didn’t wake right away. He stroked the wild, dark waves of hair back so he could see her face. Her lashes fluttered like an injured hummingbird’s wings, and then she finally looked at him.

      “What happened?” Her voice was hoarse as though she had been screaming for hours.

      “You were shouting in your sleep.” He delivered the news gently, not wanting to frighten her further, but he hoped she would explain what had happened.

      “I was?” She moved slightly, her body sliding against his. His groin tightened, and he held her closer as a wave of longing swept through him. He needed to let go of her. Any more of this and he’d give into his need to kiss her again. Distance. Must keep my distance.

      One of her hands laid flat on his bare chest, the tips of her fingers were stiff and dug into his skin, like a kitten clinging to its mother. He couldn’t easily disentangle himself from her now, so he surrendered to the desire to soothe her.

      “Were you dreaming?” His hands traveled down her back, soothing her with slow massaging touches.

      “I think so.” She settled into him more, resting her cheek on his chest. That single point of skin-to-skin contact frayed his control.

      He lightly pressed his palms into her lower back, and she stretched out on her bed and allowed herself to be tucked into his side. The position felt natural, as though he had done it a thousand times with Jane. It was so easy to be with her. He barely knew her, yet the press of her body to his eased the restlessness that always gripped him. In recent years, he had stalked from bed to bed of every beautiful woman he came across, refusing to linger with any one woman. Jane rooted him to the spot, like a sapling that had finally found a bed of earth deep and rich enough to support him.  And he was going to lose her. She would leave at the end of the week, and he would never see her again. For my family’s sake, I have to let you go. The mere thought of it made his stomach twist.

      Mine. She belongs to me. She cannot leave. The voice that growled in the back of his head was not his own, but he had the urge to agree with it.

      “Do you remember what you were dreaming about?” he asked, mentally pushing the strange voice aside.

      He felt her give a little nod against his chest.

      “I was following a woman in a white nightgown. She was running through the castle. There were shadows everywhere.”

      “Did you catch up to her?”

      She licked her lips. “Yes. She stopped in front of an old dovecote. When I got to her, she pointed at the ground, and all around her there were doves. Dead doves. Their little hearts ripped from their snowy-white breasts. The woman turned to me and she—”

      “She what?” he prompted. His heartbeat pounded against his temples.

      “She said, ‘By innocence bled beneath pale moonlight, the evil one has begun to fight. Touch not the heart of evil. Trust not the shadows. What once was broken must be mended.’ Then she was gone.”

      Every bone in Bastian’s body seemed to burn. He blinked as a violent pain tore through him and just as quickly it was gone. His grandmother’s voice rang in his ears. It was her warning. The one Jane knew somehow and now had dreamed about.

      “Jane—”

      “I’m sorry I had a nightmare and woke you up.” She attempted to extricate herself from his hold, her cheeks red as she suddenly seemed to realize they had been cuddled together in her bed. He wasn’t ashamed of his near nakedness, but she was certainly aware of it. Her gaze traveled the length of his body, stilling on his bare chest for several seconds before she cleared her throat and turned her focus back to his face. A little grimace replaced her bashfulness. “You need rest. Your face…it looks like it hurts.”

      Instinctively, she moved her hands up to his face and brushed over the tender flesh.

      He winced. “It doesn’t matter. I’m fine. And you mustn’t be frightened, it was just a bad dream.”

      She looked away from him. “What if I told you it was more than just a bad dream? That I’ve been having these sorts of nightmares for a few years?”

      “I think they’re just dreams, Jane. Try to relax.”

      She scowled at him, but there was hurt and betrayal in her eyes at his dismissal. It couldn’t be helped though. Better that she be angry with him than if she started to care for him.

      Bastian swept his hands back around her waist, trying to draw her back down. He needed to have her lying next to him.

      She bit her lip and resisted. “I don’t think this is a good idea. This is all too…” She waved a hand in the air in a helpless gesture.

      He grasped her chin and angled it so she had to face him. “I’ve lived my life on bad ideas, and it hasn’t failed me yet.” He pulled her down and enfolded her in his arms. “Don’t think about tomorrow, Jane, none of it. It’s just you and me right now. Focus on that, and you will be fine.” Her muscles relaxed and she ceased her resistance.

      The fire still burned in the hearth, and Bastian lay awake, watching the logs turn to white ash before he sensed Jane’s breathing lighten. She was sleeping at last.

      Please, let her have no more nightmares.

      The sound and sight of her fear had forced a primal, protective instinct forward in him. With each little harm she suffered, it felt as though he suffered, too. He slid one of his hands into her hair, threading his fingers through the dark, silky strands. A throaty little purr escaped Jane, and she cuddled closer. In that moment there was no place he wanted to be but here in bed with his charming little bookworm who jumped at shadows and dreamed of women dressed in white. He didn’t know a thing about her, not anything he could claim by words alone, but he did know her somehow. Like a half-remembered dream that faded come dawn until it was only a memory of a sensation, a whisper of words, or a fleeting image from the corner of his eye.

      “Who are you, Jane? I must know,” he murmured as the last embers of the fire perished and darkness reigned.
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      Her body was heaven. Nothing existed beyond her wild cries of pleasure and the pulse of fire that leaped in his own veins. Lost in a crimson haze of hungry passion, he devoured the sweetness of her mouth and sank into the most secret part of her body and soul until their essences seemed to become one being, not two. Their hands met above their heads, and he twined his fingers through hers, even as he kept her trapped beneath him. She was forced to surrender the control of their lovemaking, but he would see to it that this moment was everything she had ever dreamed of.

      “My heart,” he growled against the soft skin of her neck and thrust hard into her. She quaked beneath him, her hips rising as she sought to get closer to his body.

      “As you are mine.” Her breathless reply stung his senses and tenderness flooded his chest in a warm wave of satisfied longing. There could never be heaven anywhere else but where she was. He would have captured the moon and stolen a constellation of stars to lay at her feet if it would make her smile even once. No man had ever been so blessed as he was.

      The passion and desire built like a steady blaze between them until there was no stopping, no slowing down, only the rush to the glorious end.

      “Isabelle!” His lips broke apart with his cry, and every bit of strength failed him as he released his soul into her. Her own stifled scream of joy was throaty and thick with sated pleasure. He laid his head upon her breasts, gasping for breath. Her hand smoothed his hair back from his face as she softly panted beneath him. The intimacy of it was so wondrous that he felt like a young boy riding a horse for the first time across the sloping hills. He was free, but not alone. Isabelle was with him. Always. Forever.

      Bastian woke with a start, his head pounding, his throat tight as he fought off a shout of despair. His chest was empty as though a thief had slipped a hand between his ribs and stolen his heart. A desperate longing filled that void with leaden weights, and for a second, he couldn’t breathe.

      The dream. It was just that, a dream. He had dreamed of Isabelle and making love to her. A shudder racked him, and he cuddled Jane’s warm body closer. Was he a mad man or a fool for wishing the dream had been reality and it had been Jane who was his, sharing her passion with him? A cold sense of dread trespassed along his spine. She was not his, could never be his, and yet holding her like this was sheer devastation to him.

      After Richard and Isabelle, the women who fell in love with the men of Stormclyffe always died, which was what had led to the myth of the Weymouth curse. Except his mother. Her life had been spared, whereas his father had died. Witnesses had reported to the papers that a woman had been seen near the crash, a woman in white, wandering along the deserted road. It had led to a frenzy of ghost stories. Time and time again, people had whispered that his father had risked his own life by coming back to the deserted castle all those years ago in order to trade his life for his wife’s to the dark fates that held the Carlisle family captive.

      It was bad luck to have someone here purposely exposing his family history. And Jane, even with all her academic credentials, was still no better than a paparazzo with a pen rather than camera.

      If Bastian had any sense, any real strength, he would slip out of this bed and leave her now before his feelings for her deepened beyond redemption. He was not his ancestor, and Jane was not Isabelle. He had no claim to the woman in his arms, and she had none to him, but Christ, he wanted it more than his next breath.

      A sudden wellspring of hope roared through him with the force of a mighty gale. There was nothing to stop him from taking her and running to the ends of the earth to escape his family’s reputation. He could seduce her blind, sweep her off her feet, and never let her go. A hundred faces of women he’d been with all faded whenever he thought of Jane. They had been empty entertainments, mere phantoms compared to his Jane.

      Was this how it had been for Richard? The undeniable pull, like planets to the sun, to be with this one woman? A passion stronger than any of society’s laws, a love deeper than the northern seas. There was no turning back, no walking away from emotions like that, once he set down that path. Did he love Jane? No, not yet, but—

      Jane stirred restlessly before settling back to sleep. Soon dawn would come, and he would show her his world. A world he wanted to share.

      Soon.
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      The empty bed woke Jane the following morning. It was as if Bastian’s absence had jarred her body awake. She didn’t know whether to laugh bitterly or shake her head.  Last night she and Bastian had shared a bed, and she had loved every minute of it. And now he was gone. Again. Hot and cold. The man could write a book on leaving women confused. Of course, she was becoming the queen of mixed signals herself. Hadn’t she clung to him like she was drowning? Bastian probably couldn’t have escaped her death grip last night until she’d fallen to sleep. The image of him prying her fingers off his body wasn’t a flattering one.

      She rolled onto her back, watching the gold beams of light through the half-pulled-back crimson moreen hangings. Birds twittered outside. The sound of their chatter was comforting. She loved birds. There had always been birds back home. It was something she missed when she spent time in London. Sure there were plenty of pigeons, but nothing replaced wild birdsong. She and Tim used to lie in bed late on Saturdays, listening to birds and the beat of each other’s hearts. Tears pricked her eyes, and she blinked them away.

      It was no surprise Bastian had fled her bedroom. She’d confessed about the dreams last night, and he’d cut her off before she could fully explain. He obviously thought she was crazy, just like Tim had. Would she ever find a man who would believe her? Regret and shame turned her stomach into knots.

      Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut?

      But it had been so easy to talk to Bastian, to tell him everything that was in her heart and to share her fears.

      The door swung open, and she sat upright. Bastian entered, nudging the door open farther with his foot as he carried a tray inside. A delightful breakfast of eggs, toast, and bacon adorned with a bright bouquet of wildflowers was presented to her with the solemnity and grandeur owed to a queen. A blush worked its way across her face, and her heart gave a treacherous little flutter of joy. He hadn’t abandoned her. She did not miss the mischievous twinkle in his warm brown eyes.

      “Breakfast. I wanted to spare Randolph the stairs this morning. He gets a touch of rheumatism from time to time.” He set the tray down over her lap and then eased down on the edge of the bed next to her, leaning back against the pillows beside her in a pose of utter relaxation.

      Trying to ignore the intimacy of the moment, she spoke up. “What about you? Have you eaten?” She was already reaching for the plate of toast to offer him a slice. She wanted to ask him about his original plan to avoid her; it had been such an obvious goal yesterday. Yet here he was, bringing her breakfast. The last time she’d questioned his intentions toward her, he’d shut down completely. She’d stay quiet if it kept him here and happy.

      He shook his head and patted his stomach. “Already ate. I had a quick bite after I showered.”

      Even though it was covered by a light gray sweater, she remembered too vividly the washboard abs beneath. She also remembered she’d kept her hand on those ropes of muscled steel half the night. The memory singed her insides.

      He seemed to realize that he was lounging on her bed like a jungle cat, and suddenly recovered some of his manners. Sliding off the bed, he grinned sheepishly. “I’ll leave you to your meal. Let me know when you are ready for the tour.”

      “Right, the tour. Thanks.” She was blushing, with no reason for it, but damn it, she was. It wasn’t like he would take her on the tour. Poor Randolph had that chore.

      He paused by her bedpost at the foot of the bed, rapping his knuckles lightly as he hesitated. “How did you sleep?”

      She blinked and dropped her toast. It knocked the knife off the plate and onto the tray with a loud clatter.

      “Sleep? I…”

      “I mean the nightmares. No more of them, I hope?”

      “Oh no, no more. Thank you…” She could practically feel her face turning red again. “Thank you for staying with me. I’m not a scaredy-cat. I swear I don’t hop on chairs when I see mice or anything. It’s just…well…I believe this stuff. Stupid, I know. But I do believe.” She waited for him to accuse of her being insane, the way Tim had when she’d tried to tell him about how vivid her nightly dreams had become. Bastian didn’t do that.

      He nodded slowly.

      For a moment she couldn’t think. He’d changed since last night, and seemed more open, less torn by dark thoughts she couldn’t hear. Why?

      Then he winked, and she reacted instantly and impishly threw a flower from the plate at him. He ducked, and the thick blossom sailed over his head.

      “Fair enough.” He laughed. The sound warmed her right down to her toes and yet it hurt at the same time because it was too good to be true and was sure not to last. He headed for the door and closed it behind him as he left.

      Her stomach turned, and an emptiness settled in her like a dead weight. Every time he left, something in her seemed to go deathly still, like she was trapped beneath a frozen lake, holding her breath until it hurt. She had warned herself to be careful around him, and yet her attraction to him was inevitable, as though her path to him had been written in the stars eons ago.

      It would never work; there were too many problems. She suffered night terrors about his family home and refused to trust a man with her heart and her strange dreams and their connection to the past. He wanted nothing to do with anyone who believed in the Weymouth curse and seemed completely undone by her flashes of clairvoyance. Even if they could get past those surmountable issues, she was American, still knee-deep in her studies. He was a titled peer from a dying noble line. They were at different points in their lives. They made no sense on paper.

      But when their hands brushed and lips met…a deep burn moved through her like the flowing of lava. It changed her in ways that were permanent; he had changed her. He made her want things, made her desire to live a life of passion and intensity, one outside her books and studies. Her careful, quiet life was undone by his kiss. A little shiver flushed her skin in a smattering of goose bumps, and she forced herself to eat her breakfast.

      After a fast shower, she dressed in a cream wool sweater, light brown pants, and a pair of old riding boots from her equestrian days in college. They were snug but warm and perfect for marching around gardens and fields. As she meandered down the hall toward Bastian’s study, she combed her fingers through her hair, hoping she looked all right. Randolph had been nowhere in sight, so she might have to have Bastian point her to where she was going to meet the butler for the tour.

      She paused at his study door, noticing it was ajar. Soft strains of classic seventies rock music filled the air. Her lips twitched. The man and his music. She couldn’t blame him. Some of the best songs came from the likes of The Doors and Jimi Hendrix. After placing a palm on the worn wood surface of the door, she pushed it open.

      The study was, in a word, perfect. A laptop sat on a polished Chippendale desk covered in papers. Bastian sat in the desk chair, his back to the door as he worked. A fire crackled in a stone fireplace opposite the desk. On either side were two tall, dark wooden bookshelves filled with books, both ancient and new.  A portrait of a man and woman holding hands and sharing a love seat peered at her from the gilded frame above the fireplace. The man and woman both resembled Bastian.

      His parents. It had to be. Their clothes were modern, and the pose was sweet and romantic. Her heart fractured a little at the sight, knowing that such a love had been ended by Bastian’s father’s death. No wonder his mother wouldn’t come here, not if this place held such a wealth of painful memories.

      Bastian hadn’t seemed to notice she’d opened the door. He shuffled some papers on his desk and tucked them away before turning back to a spreadsheet on his computer. She’d taken two steps inside before the tip of her boot caught on something lying near the door and she stumbled.

      “Oompf!” Her palms smacked the stone floor as she broke her fall.

      “Jane?” He spun on his swivel chair and took stock of her sprawled on the floor. He reached for her, helping her up and brushing her off.

      “Sorry, I tripped over…” She glanced down at a pair of worn brown wing-tip shoes. They were large, but not quite as big as Bastian’s. She scrutinized the shoes carefully, they were unpolished and old-looking.

      “Are these yours?” She pointed at the shoes.

      Bastian immediately bent and picked them up, his hold protective and impossibly gentle as he set them on his desk.

      “They were my father’s.” He rubbed at a light scratch on the left shoe’s toe and then with a sigh he stepped away from them.

      She didn’t press him, but she sensed there was something important about them. He gestured for her to sit in one of the two wingback chairs opposite his desk.

      “They were his favorite pair. Mother begged him to get a new pair, but he used to laugh and say, ‘Sweetheart, when something was made just for you, you should never let it go.’ Her eyes used to shine after he said that, and it wasn’t until I was older I realized he wasn’t just talking about the shoes.”

      A sad expression darkened his eyes, and he gazed far away as though lost in bittersweet memories.

      “Why did you mother remain in London?” she asked, even though she could guess the answer.

      “This place scares her. My father died on the very road we drove last night. They found his car in a ditch the next morning.” Bastian’s face had turned ashen as he spoke, and Jane regretted asking him. Some pains were too deep to relive and survive.

      “He was hoping to come back here and restore it. After he died, my mother refused to even mention Stormclyffe.”

      And then Jane understood. The last piece of his puzzle fell into place. Bastian was trying to do what his father had wanted. Restore the ancestral home. Complete his father’s dream at any cost. It must have been a way for him to connect to his lost parent. Her gaze lingered on the worn pair of wing tips. A brush of warmth teased her face, as though someone had touched her cheek. Unlike the other frightening encounters she’d had in the castle, this moment was safe. A soothing, protective presence seemed to emanate from the general direction of the shoes. Oddly, the memory of that gardener she’d met yesterday came back to her. She’d felt the same way around him.

      She reached reflexively for her necklace. Bastian leaned into her, catching the chain with his index finger and placing his other hand on the back of her chair behind her right shoulder.

      “I showed you mine. Now you show me yours.” He used his finger to slide the necklace out of her sweater. Her own fingers were still locked around the medallion. It was so personal, this part of her, yet she owed it to him to share with him. He let go of her chair and leaned back against his desk, his long legs crossed at the ankles and his palms resting on the edge of the desk.

      “It was my grandmother’s,” she said. “When she was sixteen she was in a car accident with her older brother. They declared her dead on the scene and rushed him to the hospital. She was taken straight to the morgue since they thought she was already dead and they had to get her brother in surgery. The hospital staff in those days weren’t as knowledgeable as they are now, and her heartbeat slowed down so much and was so faint that they’d thought she was gone. She woke up there a few hours later, terrified, but alive…”

      Jane shut her eyes, awash with memories of Nonnie, the beautiful old woman who spun stories like tapestries.

      “Nonnie told me about how when she was unconscious from the accident, she dreamed of a man with wings of light who slayed dragons. It made a lasting impression on her. When she was eighteen, she traveled to France and visited a monastery. She had this medallion blessed there.” Jane opened her eyes and lifted the silver pendant up so he could see it.

      “It’s the archangel Michael slaying a serpent. She gave it to me when I turned seventeen and received my confirmation at church. I rarely take it off. It makes me feel…” She hesitated.

      “Safe,” he said.

      “Yeah. I know it sounds foolish.”

      “No more foolish than me carrying around a pair of my father’s shoes. To each his own.” Bastian flashed her a genuine smile, not one of seduction or sadness, but simply a warm smile, one a friend would give. Were they friends? Could they be friends? She wanted them to be. Honestly, she wanted them to be more than that, but she couldn’t afford to think about it.

      “Bastian, can we talk? Truthfully?” She held her breath, praying he’d agree.

      A little sigh escaped him, and he nodded.

      “What really happened in the drawing room when we first met? I mean, why do you think it happened? We went at each other like crazy, and we’d never met before.”

      His stare moved to a spot on the wall above her head. “What do you think happened?”

      “Honestly? I feel like something possessed me. It was all so distant in my head, and my body was just happily going along with the sensations. That’s never happened to me before.”

      “Me neither. I also felt…distant, as though a puppet on strings. Please don’t take offense, it was fantastic, what we did, but the other times we…kissed…that was different. Infinitely more than what happened in the drawing room. Does that make sense?” He looked down at her again, his gaze searching.

      “Yeah, the other times were amazing, beyond amazing. Do you think we were possessed, in the drawing room I mean?” It was the only thing that made sense, as scared as she was to consider the possibility.

      “I don’t really believe in that sort of thing but…”

      “But?”

      “Maybe there is a weight to your unusual connection to Stormclyffe, to me.” He shoved away from his desk and held out his hand. “Let’s not talk about it any more today. You have a tour to take and a dissertation to write. Come with me.” He led her away from the study, and the flickering sense of warmth flooded her before it was gone.

      “Are we going to meet Randolph?”

      He shook his head. “I changed my mind. I’ll be taking you around the house today.”

      She arched a brow. “I thought you had important things to do?”

      “I still do, but this is my house, and you are my guest. It occurred to me that I should treat you as such.”

      She let the matter lie, even though she wanted to question him and demand to know why he was putting himself in a situation that would bring them closer.

      He led her down a set of stairs and into the old servants’ quarters on the first floor, which had belonged to the butler and housekeeper. From there he led her to a Gothic archway with a heavy wooden door. Several pairs of boots and umbrellas were nestled in a medieval cloister style rack near the door. Dust lined the wood and stone, but this particular part of Stormclyffe felt lived in. Black-and-white pictures of the castle’s grounds covered the wall opposite the umbrellas.

      “My grandfather’s. He wanted to be a photographer. He ended up running the estate instead, but he left these photographs as a memory of what could have been. Sometimes I think this place is a graveyard of broken dreams,” he mused as he searched the coat rack. He found a brown canvas barn jacket with red flannel lining for Jane before he slipped on his own black peacoat.

      “Your grandfather had a lot of talent. These are beautiful.” She nodded at the pictures. “It’s so sad he couldn’t pursue his dream.”

      “It is,” he agreed.

      “Sometimes people have to sacrifice the things they love the most in order to do what they must to help those they care about.” Her observation struck him deep. At his most unguarded moments, that was how he felt with her here. That if there were a Weymouth curse, he had to protect her against it. Like the other women the previous earls had…cared for.

      They stepped out onto a vast stone balcony about ten feet above the ground. About thirty feet ahead, the stones cut off where a stone railing with two large urns on either side held planted flowers. Short staircases on the left and right sides offered access to the open fields ahead of them. She froze, her entire body caught up in strong sense of déjà vu. Beyond the balcony was a view of the sea. In the distance, storm clouds prowled low on the horizon. They would likely reach landfall in a few hours. The sun was still shining strong, and it warmed her face. Bastian lightly touched the small of her back, and she met his gaze.

      “This way.” He ushered her down the steps, and they started off across the field toward the forest.

      When they arrived at the edge of the wood, he made several odd clicking noises with his teeth and reached into his jacket pocket. He uncurled his closed fingers, and she saw a handful of sugar cubes.

      “What are these for?”

      “You’ll see.” His rich laugh was soft and made her think of last night in her bedroom.

      He continued to make the odd clicking noises, and suddenly, black shapes emerged from the trees straight ahead.

      “What are they?” she whispered, clutching his arm.

      “They’re black fallow deer. They’re relatively tame.” His whisper danced through the air like a softly spoken spell. A large buck strode toward them, his antlered head held high, his dark eyes surveying them empirically as he seemed to debate whether they were worth the risk of drawing closer. Finally, he gave in, snorting and stamping as he approached, and his nose nuzzled Bastian’s open palm and the buck stole a couple of sugar cubes.

      “He’s beautiful.” She sighed, lost in the dark magic of the creature before her.

      “The herd has been here over two hundred years. Can you believe that?” He was gazing at the pair of does, which were delicately picking their way across the grass toward them. She felt enraptured by his look of childlike wonder.

      God, he was handsome, but in that moment he was so much more than that. He was real, not an illusion or a dream. Something stirred inside her, and a question was upon her lips before she even had time to think about it.

      “Bastian, when did you decide to come back here and restore Stormclyffe?”

      He turned his attention away from the deer, and they vanished into the woods like black ghosts.

      “April twenty-first, six years ago,” he replied without hesitation as though the date were burned in his mind.

      She sucked in a shocked breath, and the cold air burned her lungs. No…it couldn’t be. The same day that Isabelle and Richard first met two hundred years before. And the same day and year she’d first seen a picture of Stormclyffe Hall. She wouldn’t forget that date ever, because it marked the start of her nightmares. The memory was still vivid. She’d been tucked deep in the undergraduate library stacks her freshman year, sneezing from the dust and losing herself in primary source materials.

      It had been early one morning, and no one else was there, so when a soft little thunk came from behind her, she’d turned and there it was. A book had fallen off a shelf, landing at her feet, pages splayed open to a black-and-white picture of the castle on the cliff side. She took one look and knew her life would never be the same.

      “What is it, Jane?” His hands settled on her shoulders, and he captured her focus, dragging her from her memories.

      “That’s the day I saw the first picture of Stormclyffe and decided to research it.”

      His brows arched in surprise. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m not. And it’s also the same day that Richard and Isabelle met…” She trailed off, and the pit of her stomach dropped as she realized her mistake. The diary. He didn’t know about the diary or the day his ancestors met.

      “How do you know that?” His eyes narrowed, and his hands dropped from her shoulders down to her waist.

      She swore she saw his mouth twitch, as if he were trying not to laugh, which made no sense. She tried frantically to backpedal.

      “I…uh…must have read it somewhere.”

      He bit his bottom lip, the evidence of a barely concealed smile so obvious now. He looked like a cat that had feasted on a canary and was eyeing the smattering of yellow feathers lying in front of his paws with satisfaction.

      “Perhaps you read it say…in a journal?” His hands tightened on her waist as he urged her closer to him. Merriment danced in his eyes.

      She jabbed an accusatory finger at his chest.

      “You know! How did you find out?”

      “I may or may not have found it when I knocked over your briefcase in the hall last night.”

      Her face burned, and she bowed her head. She had stolen it for all intents and purposes and should feel guilty, even if she intended to give it back when she was done.

      “I planned to tell you I found it. I just wanted to read it first, in case you took it away from me.” It was the truth.

      “It’s fine, Jane. I put it back in your bag. You’re welcome to use it, on two conditions.” The sly look in his eyes should have been a warning.

      “Oh? What are they?”

      “You share with me whatever information you find out.” He ticked off his first demand with one finger.

      “And?”

      “And…” He pulled her flush against him and slanted his mouth over hers.
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      The kiss was drugging, deep, and full of heat. His hands wandered and hers explored as she let him steal the kiss. He made it so easy to forget the world and just surrender to sensations. She wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that, making out like teenagers desperate to get as much out of it as possible before one of them had the good sense to end it.

      Cold little pricks stung her face and hands. Startled, she and Bastian broke apart as rain started to fall heavily around them. The clouds had rushed inland and opened up overhead. He grasped her hand and tugged her across the field.

      “Come on, there’s shelter ahead.”

      The rain-slicked grass made it difficult to run, and soon they were stumbling and laughing as they raced through the gardens. He led her down the path bordered by tall hedges, then took an abrupt right turn. Lightning laced the skies around them, and the only shelter nearby emerged in front of them. A dovecote. It was an octagonal building covered with ivy and roses. The thatched roof was solid and well kept despite its age. Thunder snarled around them like a pack of hungry wolves as they sprinted toward the structure. He grasped a wrought-iron handle and wrenched the door open. They stumbled into the darkness, and he closed the door behind them. The room was musty and smelled faintly of decaying roses. Tiny splinters of light came through the dove nesting holes at the top of the cupola.

      She shivered, her wet hair plastered to her face. Bastian slicked his own hair back before reaching for her and enfolding her in his arms. With one hand, he tucked her head beneath his chin and just cradled her in his arms. God, it felt good. When was the last time she’d just been held? Tim hadn’t been much of a holder. She’d missed this though, the intimacy of a man with his arms around her. The last six months had been so cold and lonely, but she’d been safe from heartache. She burrowed closer to Bastian, relishing his heat and how wonderful he made such intimacy feel but dreading knowing it would have to end. They couldn’t keep doing this. One of them would break and give in and get hurt, and she would have bet her life that it would be her.

      “Bastian?”

      “Hmm?” He smoothed his hands over her back, and his cheek rubbed the top of her head.

      “This looks like the place in my dream from last night.” Worry knotted inside her stomach as she waited for his reaction.

      “When you mentioned the dovecote, I wondered if it was here. You must have seen it in a picture.”

      She shook her head, breathing in his woodsy scent mixed with fresh rain. An addictive smell.

      “No. I would have remembered. There aren’t any pictures of the gardens in any of the books, because the estate has been sealed off to visitors since your grandparents left.”

      The storm raged outside but the stone walls of the dovecote held fast, and they clung to each other, quiet with their own thoughts. The dream flashed before her eyes again. Isabelle running through the gardens, her white nightgown fluttering behind her like a dove in flight. And the birds, so many white doves lying dead at her feet, their hearts ripped out. The image was burned in her mind, and fear exploded inside of her.

      “Bastian, make me forget. Just for a while. Please.” She tilted her face up to his and kissed his chin, desperate to connect with him and lose herself in him. Even if it could only be temporary. When they kissed, he could help her escape the suffocating sense of fear.

      “Jane,” he whispered helplessly, and then he took her mouth.

      He backed her against the wall and rocked his hips against hers. His erection pressed into her stomach. It wasn’t enough. She needed him to be closer, to feel skin to skin. The sharp ache in her womb demanded he be inside her, filling her until they were fused together, wanting nothing more than that simple, primal connection. His lips trailed hot kisses down her neck, and he nipped her shoulder. She clawed at his jacket, and he started to shrug it off when a pale blue light filled the dovecote. The light blossomed, and the temperature around them dropped causing their breaths to emerge as thick white clouds.

      “Oh my God!” she gasped, her heart slamming against her ribs, and then it was too late. White light flashed all around them, and then all went dark.

      She blinked, trying to see. Pale light started to fade in around the edges, and she recognized where she was. Inside Stormclyffe Hall, in a room on the second floor, overlooking the dovecote and the gardens. Isabelle stood next to her with haunted eyes. She touched Jane’s hand and started to speak, her voice barely a whisper at first.

      “Jane…Jane you must see… Why can’t you see? She’s here. She’s still here.” Isabelle raised a hand, pointing to the dovecote. Next to it, a spot of blackened earth stretched long enough to cover a body. The roses nearest the earth had withered and died.

      “Who’s still here?” she asked, eyes locked on that abnormally dark soil.

      “She is. The one who pushed me. You know, Jane. I chose you because you would know what happened to me. Blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh, you must stop her. You have to rid my home of her before—” Isabelle spun and faced the door to the room they were in and a bloodcurdling scream tore from her lips.

      “Isabelle!” Jane turned to see what scared the other woman, and her heart stopped. There in front of her was a woman in a red cloak, her face decayed as though a flesh-eating disease had ravaged her beautiful features. She reached a clawed hand out toward Jane, and black eyes held red pinpricks which gleamed at their centers.

      “You…” The raspy whisper felt like ice picks racking her eardrums. “You will die…as she did. The earl is mine…”

      A black wind rose up around them, filling the room until only Isabelle’s screams and that awful rasping were mixed with the violent roaring.

      “Who are you?” Jane screamed as claws raked her face and hands, drawing blood and scouring bone.

      The woman in the red cloak laughed, and it sounded like the cackle of thousand demons from the darkest pits of hell. Jane reached for her necklace, and the second her fingers curled around it, it burned her, but she didn’t let it go.

      “Jane!” A masculine voice broke through the roaring wind and abruptly the nightmare faded. She was back in the dovecote with Bastian, and her body trembled so hard, her bones felt like they were knocking together.

      “Jane, what the bloody hell just happened? You were having a seizure, and you screamed. God, it was awful, and your face…” Bastian stroked his fingertips over her cheeks. Pain followed his touch.

      “What do you mean, my face?” she asked, touching her skin. Raised marks met her fingertips.

      “It looks like something clawed your face. But I was holding you the entire time, nothing touched you. The marks don’t appear to be bleeding, just welts.”

      She could barely see his face in the dim light, but she could see enough to tell he was pale, and his brows were knitted together. She couldn’t tell him what she’d just seen. It was too insane. Dreams, nightmares, those were normal, excusable products of her imagination. This…this had been something else entirely. She’d feared the other dreams had been evidence of insanity, but this was proof. She wasn’t going crazy.

      He cupped the sides of her neck with his palms and touched his forehead to hers, their warm breath shared. Gone was the icy chill and the cloudy breaths. Whatever had been here with them a few seconds ago had vanished.

      “Jane, love, talk to me. What happened?” The way he said “love” with his British accent, melted her on the inside. She shut her eyes.

      “You wouldn’t believe me. You’d probably think I was crazy.”

      “Try me.” He kissed her closed eyelids, then the tip of her nose, and finally her lips. “Have a little faith in me, bookworm.” He smiled against her mouth, and she couldn’t help but smile back.

      “You have to stop calling me that,” she replied, trying to chastise him, but it came out more teasing than anything else.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Why?” Her body heated with desire.

      “I need to remind myself who you are, that you are off-limits for me. But damned if I can’t keep my hands off you, even though I shouldn’t want you.” He sucked her bottom lip into his mouth.

      “I shouldn’t want you either,” she replied before he distracted her completely. “Mmm…” She moaned in sheer pleasure, the frightening memories of minutes ago fading when he touched her. She was safe with him, well, all except her heart.

      “Now,” he said between nibbling kisses. “Tell me what happened.”

      With a shaky sigh, she gave in. “I saw Isabelle. She and I were in the castle looking down at the dovecote, and then this woman attacked us. She looked…horrible. Flesh was decaying and falling off her, and she clawed my face.”

      He didn’t say anything for several seconds. “All right… There was no way you could have made those scratches to yourself. Who was the woman who did this?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure who. Isabelle just told me to protect her home, and that this woman was still here. She said I was blood of her blood, flesh of her flesh. I don’t know what that means. And there was something weird about the dovecote. There was this blackened spot of earth, and all the grass and plants near it had died. Isabelle was pointing at it.”

      “If you did see Isabelle, then that means the curse—” He brushed a hand over his suddenly pale face as he struggled for words. Outside the storm’s ferocity lessened.

      “Blood of her blood? That implies kinship, family. Do you know anything of your ancestry?”

      “A little. My family has always lived in Charleston on both sides of my parents’ lines. I know that one of my ancestors on my mother’s side was from England. Joseph Brax. He was the first to come over to America in my mother’s family, around 1820 or so.”

      “Brax?” Bastian tensed.

      “Yes.” She bit her lip and studied him.

      “Jane, Isabelle had a younger brother. Joseph Braxton. He was often called Brax as a nickname according to letters we have from Richard and Isabelle.”

      What he said took a moment to sink in. “Wait…you’re saying that I’m…related to you?” She covered her mouth, horrified.

      He gripped her shoulders. “Jane, we’re several generations apart, from a distantly connected bloodline. But yes, we’re family. You are blood of Isabelle’s blood.”

      For a second Jane just started at him. She and Bastian were related. Related. If it hadn’t been so many generations apart, she would have been freaked out. But then again, being related was…amazing. She was connected to Isabelle’s line.

      “Okay, so we’re connected by a common ancestry.”

      “Yes,” Bastian said. “What else did Isabelle mention? You said something about a dovecote and blackened earth?”

      A bone-deep chill burned through her as an awful idea surfaced.

      “Bastian, you don’t think that…” She gulped, unable for a moment to voice the horrifying thought. “That maybe there’s a body buried there?”

      He had been stroking her hair, but his hand stilled, and his fingers tightened in the strands.

      “What makes you think it’s a body?” he asked.

      She tensed. “Isabelle said I had to get ‘her’ out, and I saw this woman with a decaying face and blond hair. She was…horrifying. It seemed like Isabelle was frightened of her and wanted me to get her out of Stormclyffe. How would we know if there’s a body there?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.” He gently set her aside and headed for the dovecote’s door.

      The storm had melted into a heavy rain. He went outside and disappeared around the side of the building, soon returning to the doorway with an ancient shovel in his hand. She drank in the sight of him with his rain-slicked, golden hair. He glanced about on the ground and then looked back at her.

      “Where did you see the spot?” he asked.

      She moved into the doorway and pointed at the particular area she remembered all too vividly from the dream. With a heavy nod, he slammed the shovel’s tip deep into the earth and pressed his foot on the metal, using his weight to plunge it even deeper. Rain sluiced over his body and the cold earth as he dug. For the next hour, she watched in fear and silence as he continued to dig his shovel into the soil. When the hole was three feet deep and three feet long, he suddenly dropped the shovel and stumbled back a step with a guttural shout.

      “What is it?” She crept out of the building and placed her hands on his shoulder.

      He pointed toward the hole. Apprehension dug its venom-tipped nails into her spine as she crept to the edge and peered down. She clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle her scream.

      Pale bones. Human remains jutted out of the blackened soil. Remnants of a red velvet cloak tangled with the dirt and white fragments.

      “There are bones in my gardens,” he declared slowly. “Bones. Christ, what the bloody hell am I supposed to do? Call the police?”

      She gripped his arm hard as she felt something foreign move through her, whispering to her. “Destroy them. Cast them into the sea. She must not stay here any longer.”

      “We have to get rid of them. Throw them over the cliff,” she urged.

      “What?” He glanced down at her, startled. “No, Jane, we have to call the police.” He grasped her shoulders and shook her.

      She cast the strange compulsion aside, ignoring the need to obey command to destroy the bones.

      “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. They’ll need to process the scene.” She knew from the look of the cloak that the body wasn’t from this century.

      “Come on.” He took her hand, lacing their fingers together and leading her away from the shallow grave.
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      Bastian was worried, more than he cared to admit. Jane was shaking so violently that her teeth were chattering, and he feared she might get ill if she stayed outside any longer. He would have the cook make her hot soup, and then he’d get into bed and warm her up, with his body if he was lucky.

      Guilt settled like stones upon his chest. He’d brought her out here, not knowing what would happen. She was sensitive to the castle and its history. He hadn’t realized just how deep that sensitivity ran. Perhaps it was her genetic connection to Isabelle, but he couldn’t be sure. More important though, he couldn’t deny that what she was seeing and experiencing involved a history she would know nothing about. His family kept their secrets well, and the fact that she was finding out things even he didn’t know meant something was going on. He didn’t want to label it as paranormal or supernatural. He wasn’t ready to do that yet. But Jane had witnessed a vision that led to him digging up a body.

      Protecting Jane was paramount. The blank look on her face as her voice turned cold and hard as she demanded he get rid of the bones had chilled the blood in his veins. In that moment, he was reminded of his grandmother and her strange behavior in connection to Stormclyffe. His mother, too, had always behaved oddly whenever he mentioned the Hall. He glanced over his shoulder back at the hole near the dovecote and the bones.

      Whose remains were they? And how had they ended up there? What did they have to do with Isabelle?

      Randolph stood at the top of the stone steps near the south door, facing the gardens. A large black umbrella curved over his head like bat wings. When he noticed them, he jogged out to meet them, handing Bastian the umbrella to shield him and Jane.

      “Thank you, Randolph.” He nodded at his butler and wrapped an arm around Jane’s shoulders as he took her inside.

      “You’re welcome, my lord. Is there anything else you need?” The older man shrugged out of his coat and reached for theirs.

      “Yes, please phone the police and tell them to come at once. We’ve found human remains on the property, old ones.”

      Randolph stilled, his gray brows lowering over his dark eyes. “Remains?”

      Bastian pressed a kiss to Jane’s forehead, drawing strength from her closeness before he answered.

      “They are by the dovecote.”

      “How did you find them?”

      It was Jane who replied to Randolph this time, and Bastian wished she hadn’t. “I saw it in a vision.”

      Bastian’s body absorbed the shudder that racked her, as he stroked her hair back from her face. She was so damned strong, but still, she roused every protective instinct inside him and drew out every gentle and sweet need in him to care for her and reassure her. He’d never felt this way with any woman he’d been with in the past. Sex was all he’d ever sought. He wondered if some part of his subconscious avoided romantic entanglements that might put any woman he started to care about in danger from his family’s tragic curse. But Jane was proving impossible to avoid.

      She was the exception to every rule he’d made in his life.  She was a snag in the grand design, a twist of unexpected thread in the dull tapestry destiny was weaving. It was all coming undone, and the loose threads were spiraling around him in tantalizing patterns and colors. She was saving him from the slow slip down a dark, lonely path. She dragged him back, forced him to live, breath after painful breath, until he started to become the man his father would have been proud of.

      “My lord, before you call the police, I must speak with you.” Randolph’s eyes were wide and sorrowful. “Both of you.”

      Bastian gave a curt nod. “Let’s go to the Egyptian room. The fire should be lit, and it’s a good place to talk.”

      Randolph led the way through the halls and they passed through the room of marble statues. More than once, Bastian’s skin crawled, and he could have sworn that some of the heads of the marble men and women turned his way as he passed by.

      The Egyptian room was one of his favorites. All of the furniture had lionlike paws on the legs and several of the couches had sphinx bodies holding up the armrests. Gilded palm fronds extended up from the base of the walls and a rich red paint covered the top part of the entire room and turned purple toward the ceiling, making it feel as though one were actually in Egypt watching the sun set over the banks of the Nile. The ceiling itself was dark blue with dozens of constellations made from diamonds embedded in the plaster. They glittered sharp and clear as any stars in the night sky.

      He took a seat on one of the couches, pulling Jane down beside him while keeping his arm firmly around her shoulders. Randolph paced over to the fire, peering into the flames.

      “I know you do not believe in spirits, my lord, but I must speak of them tonight.” He turned to face them. Outside, twilight was creeping along the horizon, her mauve tendrils slithering through the clouds as she slowly devoured the day.

      Randolph had never spoke of ghosts, never seemed to give credence to the ghost stories told by the townspeople. So to hear him even say the word was…chilling.

      “Many years ago, when I was a young man, I spent my first summer here as a lad working for your grandfather. He was a good man. When he fell in love with your grandmother though…ahh how he loved her,” Randolph paused. “That was when the trouble began. She started having nightmares, ones that made her scream.”

      Jane flinched and burrowed closer to Bastian. “Like me.”

      “Shh…it’s all right,” he murmured in her ear.

      “She began to walk in her sleep, roaming the halls, talking of shadows and a woman in red. An evil woman who we had to get out of the house. And then…Nessy, your grandmother’s maid, died. The police ruled it as a suicide, but I knew her; she was a friend. She would never have killed herself.” His voice broke a little. “Rumors flew around town blaming your grandfather. But none of it was true. That…that evil thing was what killed her.” Randolph uttered the last few words so harshly that both Bastian and Jane clutched each other tight.

      “What evil thing?” Jane asked, although she feared she knew the answer.

      The butler smoothed a hand over his balding head. “A ghost, a spirit, a demonic presence? Whatever it is that dwells in this house, it is jealous. Any woman who dares to love a man of Carlisle blood has met a bloody end. It was the reason your grandfather took your grandmother and fled this place. He saved her.” Randolph sank down onto the couch opposite them, his eyes deeply focused on something long years past. “I thought the cycle was broken, but your father…came back. And it took him like it did all of the others who’ve tried to live happy lives. I didn’t want you to come here either, but you were so stubborn, so drawn to this place.” He smiled. “Like father, like son. Now that evil has its hooks in Miss Seyton. She’s in danger, my lord. You must acknowledge that, even if you choose not to believe in spirits.” He stood again, as though any period of immobility disturbed him.

      “Whatever you have uncovered by the dovecote, it must be removed. Have the police take it away tonight if possible. We might rid ourselves of the evil at last.” He walked to the door and looked back. “I will have Mrs. Beechum make soup for you, and I will call for you when it’s ready.”

      Bastian’s throat was so tight he could barely breathe. The butler was always taking care of him, just as he cared for the two previous earls of Stormclyffe, and it had cost him nearly as much as it had cost Bastian.

      “Thank you, Randolph.” He hoped the elderly man would know his words went beyond a simple thanks.

      “It is my duty.” Randolph bowed and disappeared.

      “Do you believe me now?” Jane’s voice was quiet and she looked up at him, her lovely lashes framing those eyes he adored.

      “Against every logical bone in my body, I’m starting to.” He slid his hand in his pocket, retrieved his phone. It was time to put an end to the vicious cycle that was hurting his family and those he cared about.

      A female operator answered the phone. “999, what’s your emergency?”

      He cleared his throat. “I need to report a body.”
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      The police arrived half an hour later, swarming Stormclyffe as they studied the bones by the dovecote. From the safety of a window overlooking the gardens, Jane watched the activity. An anthropologist, who’d come upon Bastian’s request, finished photographing and mapping the site. The bones appeared to be very old.

      The authorities removed the remains, packed them into a coroner’s vehicle, and drove off after midnight. A breath of relief escaped her lips as she watched the last van’s taillights fade into the darkness. She should have felt better now that the body was gone, but she didn’t. Had she expected the stones around her to expel a sigh of relief when the source of evil had been removed? Probably. The feel of a dark taint still clouded her senses, as though the bones had leached evil into the soil and air.

      Whatever she and Bastian were caught up in might not be over yet. The air around her seemed charged like minutes before a storm was about to break or on the eve of battle, when warriors put on their polished armor, slid broadswords in their sheaths, and prayed to their gods for victory in hushed voices as dawn grew upon the horizon.

      “If only we knew what we were facing,” she murmured and turned away from the window. She was back in the Egyptian room. It was fast becoming one of her favorite places. She was comforted by the distant gazes of the sphinxes. The palm fronds seemed to almost ripple with the gentle rustle of real plants. If she closed her eyes, the room would carry her away, like a boat upon the waters of the Nile.

      With a little shake, she dragged herself back to the present. Every room in the castle had this effect on her. Each whispered and teased her with visions of lives lived and days long past.

      It was time to open the floodgates. Let the muses from other eras whisper their truths. She would unravel the mystery and save Stormclyffe from the evil that haunted its rightful heirs. She had to do it; no one else could. She felt it deep in her bones. Bastian finally believed her, and would be by her side.

      She settled into one of the couches by the fire and kicked her boots off. Something dug into her spine, and she reached behind her. Her fingers slid over smooth leather, and she pulled out a book.

      Richard’s journal. How had it gotten here? She knew for a fact that she’d left it in her bag upstairs. A sudden gale tore through the fireplace, sending the flames lashing out like vengeful fire demons, causing her to flinch. The pages of the journal fluttered open, the first line catching her attention.

      October 31st, 1811

      I am happy. No man has ever been as lucky as I have been. I love my wife. Wife. What a wondrous word. She is everything to me. Today, of all glorious days since I’ve met her, is perhaps the best. Our child, Edward, was born this afternoon. Never had an infant cried so loud, and I laughed with delight at the sound. Isabelle looked up at me, sweat beaded upon her brow, her body limp with exhaustion from bringing our son into the world. All I saw was how beautiful she was, how in awe I was of her for doing something I could never do. She made our lives complete, more complete than I knew we could be. I cradled our babe and sat next to her in bed, allowing her a moment to sleep, knowing the baby and I were within her reach.

      I am a father! There was nothing more humbling and more wonderful than helping to bring a life into the world. I was struck with pride and yet feel unworthy of the gift of this little boy. He stirred and cooed softly like a new dove from a nest, and my heart overflowed with love. I counted his fingers, marveling at the tiny perfections, and I cradled his head with my hand, stroking the fine dark hair that was so like his mother’s. I hoped he will grow up to look like her and possess that same dark alluring beauty. The young ladies in the village will have their hearts broken when the day comes for him to choose his wife. The thought makes me smile. Someday my son will marry and know the happiness I have found with his mother.

      A knock disturbed my peaceful thoughts. My butler peered into the room, eyes dark with concern.

      “What is it?”

      “My lord, you must come at once. We have a situation at the dovecote.”

      I would have ignored the request but Shrewsbury’s tone warned me that it was important. I placed my son in his new cradle, then followed my butler out to the gardens.

      Several of the groundskeepers were waiting near the dovecote, faces solemn. At their feet were dozens of little white shapes. As I drew closer, I realized they were doves. Dead doves. Streaks of crimson marred the snowy perfection of their breasts. My soul cried out at the loss of their lives.

      “What has happened to them?” I demanded.

      “Something ripped their hearts out. Everyone one of them is dead, save for this one.” One of the older groundskeepers, Samuel Allen, held out his weathered hands and placed a small young dove into my palms.

      I cupped my hands delicately around the bird, and it cooed softly and thrashed a little against my restrictive hold.

      “That one was hiding at the top.” Samuel pointed to the cupola. “Whoever did this missed it.”

      “Who?” I asked, something dark and angry digging into my spine as I thought of what man would have done this to innocent creatures.

      “A man must have done this.” Samuel scrubbed blood off his hands, leaving dark tracts on his woolen pants. “No animal would have left the bodies. Beasts eat what they kill.”

      One of the younger men shifted restless. “T’was witchcraft,” he muttered.

      My gaze flicked to his. “Witchcraft?” I held up the dove and stared into his black eyes. He bobbed his head, as though eyeing me with equal scrutiny.

      “Hearts of innocent creatures,” the man elaborated. “A witch would use them in spells, according to me mum.” He trailed off, cheeks turning a ruddy red.

      “Why my doves?” I studied the dovecote. It had been built for Isabelle, one of my wedding gifts to her.

      “Perhaps someone wishes to do you ill.” Samuel’s rough rumble sent a shudder through me.

      “I do not know anyone who wished to do me harm.” Even as I spoke the words, I felt as though I was forgetting something. That forgotten piece nagged at the back of my mind, yet I could not seem to catch the last thought and drag it into the light.

      I returned the surviving dove to Samuel’s care and instructed him to care for it. The need to be back with Isabelle and my son was too strong to be ignored. I had to hold them both in my arms and reassure myself they were safe. If someone wished to do me ill, then they were in grave danger.
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      “Jane.” Bastian’s voice was a low, gentle whisper in her ear.

      She stirred, and her lashes fluttered up.

      “Was I asleep?” she murmured. She was reclined on the couch, and Bastian was sitting on the edge, one hand braced on the back of the couch by her head as he leaned over. Worried lines marred his brow.

      “Yes, I just came to fetch you. It’s nearly two in the morning. You must be tired. Let me take you to your room.” He brushed stray tendrils of her hair back and stroked her cheek with his the back of his knuckles. The intimate touch warmed her inside, and she leaned into the caress before she caught herself. He made it so easy to forget that things between them wouldn’t work out. Still, she kept kissing him, getting closer and closer to him, when she knew she shouldn’t.

      “Are the police gone?” she asked.

      Bastian’s gaze strayed to the fire, weariness carving age in his youthful face.

      “Yes. The last detective just left. I convinced them they didn’t need to see you. The anthropologist confirmed the age of the bones and there’s no suspicion of foul play by anyone alive. They will continue their examination of the bones to determine the cause of death. The good news is they won’t have to come back, and the bones will stay away from us and Stormclyffe.”

      She sat up, bringing herself closer to him. “Thank goodness.” The tension coiled tight in her was finally released and exhaustion turned her limbs to lead.  Her mouth stretched with a yawn, which made him smile.

      “I think I need to get you into bed.” After his words sank in they both stared at each other before he chuckled, his cheeks turning red. He hastily corrected himself. “Let me take you to your bed, so you can sleep.”

      “Thanks.” She let him help her up, trying not to dwell on the idea of him sharing her bed again. Last night had been good, too good. God knows how good it would be if they ever had sex. The thought had her body heating and her face flushing. Making love with Bastian would break her into a thousand pieces and remake her. She doubted she’d survive the pleasure of it.

      They were close to the door when she remembered Richard’s journal.

      “Wait! I have to get the diary.” She turned back but the couch was empty. There was no sign of the diary.

      “Jane?”

      She spun to face him, her heart beating rapidly. “Bastian, I was reading the journal. There was an entry about the murdered doves. My vision was right! The diary was right here.” She ran her fingers over the couch, but no journal was lodged beneath the cushions.

      “You’re sure it was here?” Bastian’s tone was tinged with skepticism.

      “Yes. I swear.” She frowned at him, annoyed that he wouldn’t believe her.

      He leaned against the doorjamb. “That little book has the strangest propensity to wander off and turn up in the most unusual places. I’m sure it will show up again when it wishes to be found.” His lips twitched.

      “It’s not funny. It was here. You have to believe me.”

      He curled an arm around her waist and brushed a kiss against her temple. “I do, Jane. We’ll find it in the morning.”

      He walked her to her room and left her there at the threshold.

      “You aren’t staying with me?” Her question came out a whisper and she hated how weak she sounded.

      With a quick shake of his head he replied. “No. I can’t. Don’t you see, Jane? I allowed myself to get close to you, to entertain a hope that we might be something more, and you suffered a vision in the dovecote that led to a body in my garden.”

      “I had the visions long before I met you,” she reminded him softly, hurt that he would use that against her. Just like Tim had.

      “I know, but if I start to believe you, then I have to believe our getting close could lead to more things, Jane. Dangerous things. I don’t want you at any more risk than you have to be. I wanted…” He trailed off, cleared his throat. “What I want is not what I can have right now, which means I will bid you good night.” He spun on his heel and left.

      She wanted to call him back, ask him to stay with her, but she was already falling too far for him. Instead, she watched him stride down the hall, his body moving with the sleek grace of a panther, and it made her ache deep inside. Another cold night alone was all she had to look forward to, that and the nightmares that would surely come.
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      Research proved a fruitless endeavor the day after the body had been discovered. Jane couldn’t think clearly. After three hours of staring at the record books in front of her she hadn’t read a thing. With a sigh, she shoved her chair back. Frustration made her skin prickle with irritation. The only thing she wanted to read was the journal.

      It was missing. She and Bastian had sifted through the books and papers in every single room they could think of. Yet there was no sign of it. The one piece of history that held the clues to her research and the mystery of Isabelle’s death had vanished. Jane needed a break. There wouldn’t be any more productivity, not with the mood she was in.

      “Jane.” Bastian’s voice made her look up from her notes.

      There was no one there. Had she imagined it? Surely that was it. She was missing him and her brain had supplied his voice. She had been avoiding him most of the day since she was mortified after last night’s rejection.

      As thoughts of him started to cloud her mind, she cocked her head to the side to study the most peculiar sight. A silvery nimbus-like shape near the doorway of the library caught her attention. The shock of seeing it froze her in place.

      “Jane…” The voice this time wasn’t Bastian’s, but it was a man’s voice. Her skin rippled with goose bumps. “Come to me, Jane.” The hypnotic pull of his voice drew her to her feet like a marionette on strings. She drifted toward the door, completely out of control, her sense of awareness of this time and place slipping away as another time took hold of her. Shadows stretched across the floor, touching her feet, coiling up around her legs like serpents. Her mouth parted, a scream almost escaping her lips before she was silenced.

      Her nightgown whipped about her ankles like the panicked flapping of a dying bird. There wasn’t time. She had to escape before the evil claimed her. Richard was asleep in bed, their baby son in his crib next to the bed. It was all lost to her. She had to get out, get out before she died. The great oak door crashed open as she threw her body against it. Rain lashed her body as she fled into the night and the storm. Rocks cut her feet, and yet she kept running. Run! Run! the voice in her head screeched, shrilling like a banshee crying out her doom.

      She reached the cliffs and froze, her toes digging into the rocky ledge, her arms cartwheeling as she tried to keep from falling off the cliff. Once her balance was regained, she forced herself back a step to safety.

      “You little whore!” A feminine shriek burst her eardrums, and someone’s hands dug into her back, shoving her.

      Lightning streaked across the sky, and she fell.
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      “My lord!” Randolph appeared in the doorway of Bastian’s study, gasping and red-faced. One of his hands was clutching his chest.

      “What?” Bastian jumped to his feet in an instant and ran to meet his butler.

      “It’s Miss Seyton. She’s headed for the north tower. I tried to stop her, but she was too strong. She was muttering about shadows.”

      The north tower? What was Jane doing? She could get hurt up there. The stairs were mostly rotted wood that hadn’t been replaced or repaired in a century. He’d kept it locked up until last week to keep any workmen from getting hurt.

      “Damn!” he bellowed and took off running, leaving Randolph behind.

      She was talking about shadows? His grandmother’s warning echoed in his head. “Beware the shadows…” His boots slapped the stone stairs as he reached the doorway to the north tower. It was wide open, the weathered wood covered in cobwebs on one side as he sprinted past. Gripping the edges of the narrow stone wall, he prayed the creaking steps wouldn’t collapse beneath him.

      “Jane!”

      Two more flights. He couldn’t get his feet to move fast enough. When he passed through the doorway at the top of the stairs, he slid to a halt.

      She was a few feet away, standing between the gray stone turrets on the ledge. Her arms were open and her head tilted back. Her arms suddenly dropped to her sides, and his breath hitched when she looked over her shoulder at him.

      “Jane…get down from the ledge.” He tried to keep his voice smooth and calm. “Please.” He crept toward her, hoping it wouldn’t catch her off guard and make her fall. As he got closer, his heart pounded in his chest as he saw her eyes.

      They were red and glowing like the flames of a distant fire.

      “She’s coming.” Jane’s voice seemed merged with another woman’s voice.

      “Who?” He was so close, if she just stepped off the ledge toward him, he could catch her.

      “The heart of evil.” That same eerie, dual voice rippled over his skin with an almost tangible touch. She started to lean away from him when the wind rose up enough to push her off the ledge. He shouted and dove for her.

      His fingers dug into her sweater, snagging her just in time. With a violent tug, he brought her flying back into him. They stumbled, and he grunted as they slammed hard into the floor. She was limp in his arms, her eyes closed and breathing shallow. For a few precious seconds, he fought to regain his breath. He cupped her face and lifted it up so he could see her. She blinked a few times, her eyes a little glassy.

      “Are you all right, Jane?” He held her tight, afraid to lose her after what he’d just witnessed. She had nearly fallen to her death. The significance of that wasn’t lost on him. Little tremors shook him, and he hoped she couldn’t feel his hands shaking.

      “Bastian, why are we on the roof?” She glanced about, eyes wide, lips trembling.

      “You came up here on your own. Randolph saw you and said you were muttering about shadows. He came and fetched me straightaway. I got here just in time to catch you before you fell.”

      Before Jane could respond, Randolph appeared in the open stairwell doorway.

      “My lord!” His wheezing breaths announced he’d run the entire way.

      “She’s fine. I’ve got her.”

      The old butler sagged with relief. “Thank heavens.”

      “Bastian, I was dreaming, I think. I was Isabelle, and I was fleeing the castle and heading toward the cliffs.” She licked her lips nervously. “Something was urging me to run. I didn’t have any control.” The last few words that left her mouth wavered as she fought off emotions.

      “Easy love, it’s over now.” He wanted to ease her fears and never feel her heart beating so frantically against his again, unless it was from wild lovemaking.

      “Is it really? What if this keeps happening until I eventually jump?”

      Bastian shook his head. “I won’t let that happen. If I have to keep you with me every second of the day to protect you, I will.” His voice was a low growl. He prayed that she would believe him.

      “You can’t promise that,” she argued.

      “I can.” He lifted her away from him so he could sit up.

      “But you said you had to stay away from me to keep me safe.”

      He exhaled a slow breath. “Apparently I was wrong. You’re a target whether I’m near you or not. I can’t afford to let anything happen to you. You should leave now. Go back home to Charleston and never look back.” He meant it. Part of him wanted to have an excuse to be near her but he hated that the cost was her life being in danger, more so than he’d ever imagined. It wasn’t just the fear of an accident like his father’s death. There was more to this, something far more sinister and otherworldly. How could he even begin to protect her against something like that?

      Her fear-tinged stare roamed over the turrets, then back to Bastian. “I’m not leaving. I think Isabelle was murdered. Something was chasing and pushed her off the cliff. We have to find out what, or who, it was.”

      “Then we’ll need to find Richard’s journal.” If there was an answer that hadn’t been erased by the passage of time, that journal might hold the key to the mystery. He caught Jane’s hands and they both stood.

      “Why don’t you both rest before dinner?” Randolph suggested.

      After the terror of seeing Jane almost die, Bastian had to admit, rest seemed like a good idea. His own heart was still pounding violently.

      The three of them began the long descent from the north tower. When they arrived at Jane’s room, she hesitated, her gaze shifting as she studied the room as though she expected to be attacked.

      “I’m right across the hall if you need me. I’ll watch over you and wake you when it’s time for dinner.”

      She looked so uneasy that it made an invisible fist crush his heart. He curled his hands around her waist and brought her close for a lingering, comforting kiss.

      “I’ll be here.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured and drew back. She slid into her room and closed the door.

      Bastian remained there a few minutes longer, debating whether he should stay with her or return to his own room. Surely she would be fine, she was only a few feet away if she needed him. He turned his back on her and entered his room.

      He didn’t jump this time when he saw Richard’s journal lying open on his bed. He didn’t dwell on it or how it got there. There was little point in questioning the diary’s ability to appear and disappear at will. Instead, he focused on the answers he and Jane needed. If Isabelle had been murdered, it changed everything.

      There was no date at the top of the journal, and it was much later than the other entries Richard had written.

      It began with nightmares. For the last three nights, Isabelle has woken me and Edward with her guttural screams. Each time I did my best to comfort her, but I know it is not enough. Her eyes are haunted and ringed with purple bruises from lack of sleep. She is terrified to close her eyes. Before the screaming starts, she whispers about shadows and “that creature” which she cannot cast out. After each incident, I questioned her, but she cannot recall what she’s dreamed.

      Samuel, my old gardener has taken to following her about whenever she goes out on the grounds. I thanked him. He will watch over her when I cannot. Isabelle’s condition frightens me. There is nothing so terrifying in the world than to watch an invisible monster attack someone you love. How do I slay her dragon if I cannot see it? I am afraid she is close to breaking…
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      The lines on the page scrawled off as though the writer had been interrupted. Bastian fingered the pages of the journal, wondering what had made Richard stop writing. One thing was clear.

      The past was repeating itself. Whatever dark force that held Stormclyffe in thrall had fixated on Jane like it had Isabelle. Richard’s words carved themselves into his chest.

      How do I slay her dragon if I cannot see it?

      What was the dragon? A mental condition created by stress and influenced by Isabelle’s own madness, or was the answer something far more sinister and otherworldly? He didn’t want to acknowledge that, but too much had happened for him to deny something beyond his understanding was happening in his home. Seeing Jane standing on the edge of the turrets had forced him to acknowledge that something dark lived within his home and wanted to hurt him and those he cared about.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he was oddly relieved to see his mother’s number. He hadn’t spoken to her in weeks.

      “Bastian?” His mother’s voice came through the phone clearly.

      “Mother, how are you?” he asked.

      “Fine, fine. How are the renovations coming?” Her question was ordinary, but he detected a strain to her tone he hadn’t heard before.

      “Mother, what is it?” The fine hairs on the back of his neck lifted from an invisible wind.

      “I was taking a nap this afternoon and had a most peculiar dream. There was a woman with dark hair. You were holding her close and kissing her.”

      Normally he would have blanched at his mother dreaming of him in a romantic setting with a woman, but something about her voice still unsettled him.

      “What else did you dream about?”

      His mother’s soft sigh made his chest tighten. “She’s real isn’t she? The woman? You care about her.” That last part wasn’t a question.

      “I…do. Against all rationality, I care about her.” Admitting it aloud felt strangely freeing and yet frightening. He couldn’t take what he said back.

      “Be careful, sweetheart.”

      “What is it?” he prompted.

      “I saw this woman wreathed in darkness and consumed by shadows. She’s in danger, Bastian. Watch over her. You need to get yourself and her away from that awful place.” His mother’s warning was an echo of his own instincts, but they were so close to solving the mystery of the place.

      He had to stay. The compulsion to be at Stormclyffe overrode logic. He had to restore the castle, fix it. They had to mend what once was broken. There would be no rest, no safety until it was done. He knew this to be true deep within his bones. Neither he nor Jane could back out now, not until they saw this through.

      “I will keep her safe, Mother.” A flicker of nerves made him hesitate briefly. “Christmas is a few months away, I would like for you to meet her.”

      His mother was silent a long moment. “How long have you known her?”

      This time Bastian laughed. “A handful of days.” How could he explain it? The magnetic pull, the sense that he’d always known her. From the moment she’d turned around in the red drawing room with Isabelle’s portrait behind her, he’d been struck by that startling likeness. Seeing her seemed to have roused him from a hundred years of enchanted sleep.

      “Your father asked me to marry him three minutes after he met me.” His mother’s words cut into his thoughts.

      “What? I didn’t know that.” Bastian smiled.

      “The only reason I said yes was because of how he danced. He didn’t say a word, just took me in his arms, and we danced. When the music was over, he got down on one knee in front of everyone and proposed. He said he would never find a partner as perfect as me, so he stopped looking.”

      He put a hand over his heart as his chest tightened. It never ceased to amaze him that grief which had long since been buried could resurface after just one beautiful memory of a lost loved one.

      “If this Jane is your perfect partner, time stops. You don’t have to think past that.”

      He didn’t respond but instead said, “I’ll see you at Christmas.” Perfect partner? They’d danced around each other, and the chemistry was hot enough to burn, but he sensed she craved more, even as she feared it. Just like he did.

      “I love you, dear. Please be careful. I can’t lose you, too.” The quiet despair in her tone made his eyes burn.

      “You won’t, Mother. This is my home. I am not going to let shadows of the past chase me away.”
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      Jane couldn’t sleep. Instead she sprawled on the bed, her laptop up and running as she researched ghosts. There were thousands of sites dedicated to hauntings and paranormal activity. Several spiritualists suggested that ghosts who suffered tragic events would repeat the event over and over again, like a broken record. Supposedly, if someone could get the spirit to break the cycle, then the spirit would be able to move on.

      She stared into the distance, thinking back to when she had seen Isabelle on the cliffs and how she had been pulled off the ledge by thorny, black roots. The gardener had mentioned that she haunted the cliffs and been seen there many times. Maybe she reenacted her death over and over again, and this was the cycle Jane needed to break.

      Closing her eyes, she let the memory of the cliffs come back. She had been Isabelle and felt what Isabelle had felt. The terror and despair and the crashing blackness on the rocks below. And then she’d woken up and found that she’d nearly jumped off the north tower.

      A shiver slid along her spine. She could have died. Would have died if Bastian hadn’t been there to save her…

      A rapping sound on her door dragged her back from the darkness of her thoughts.

      Bastian’s voice was quiet, gentle, on the other side of Jane’s door. “Are you ready for dinner?”

      “Hang on,” she called out and dashed to the bathroom.

      With a quick check in the mirror to make sure her jeans and sweater looked good, she slid her feet into her ballet flats and took a deep breath.

      She opened the door. “Ready.”

      He leaned lazily against the wall next to her room, one shoulder propping him up, legs crossed at the ankles. He straightened, pulled back the sleeve of his black sweater and examined his Cartier wristwatch.

      “We have time for dinner and the ballroom.” His lips quirking into a ghost of a smile.

      “Ballroom?” she asked. Was he planning to take her into town tonight for dancing? The idea had a fair amount of appeal, but she wasn’t the best dancer. Slow dancing was the extent of her talents.

      He picked up on her nervousness. “Don’t tell me you don’t want to see it. We missed it on your official tour. I thought all Americans loved their tours.”

      She groaned and joined him in the hall. “You’ll never let me live this down, will you?”

      He had the audacity to flash a cheeky grin. “We Brits have long memories. To me, you’re still a colonist.”

      “Jesus, at this rate, we might reach independence from you people when I’m dead.”

      “Perhaps, if you’re lucky.” He slid an arm around her waist in a gesture so casual that it felt like he’d done it for years. His fingers curled possessively, and she warmed inside at the intimacy it created. It was almost like he was flirting with her…but surely not. Even though he said he believed her about her dreams now, men like Bastian and women like her never got together. A girl could dream though…

      I should pull away. Can’t let him get to me, but he’s so damned sexy and sweet. The barriers against her heart were like splinters in stone, and the desire to be with him flowed easily like water through the fractures he’d created. He was breaking into her heart, and she was having trouble keeping him out.

      He even pulled her chair back for her when they arrived at the dining room. Randolph appeared, accompanied by a plump woman in a flour-covered apron—probably the cook, Mrs. Beechum, who brought their dinner and left.

      “Where are they going?” Jane asked after Randolph and the cook disappeared out a small side door.

      Bastian sipped his Chianti before replying. “Probably back to Weymouth tonight. He has a few things he wishes to do in town and will return tomorrow. I have been running this place on a skeleton crew for the last couple of months until things settle down. A lot of the workers weren’t comfortable with all of the accidents and setbacks on the renovations. Most of them only agreed to work during the day and return to the town before nightfall.”

      There was no need to clarify what “things” he meant. Ghosts.

      “You mean it’s just you and me? Alone?” She gulped down her wine.

      He chuckled, a playful and wicked gleam in his eyes. “Frightened of being alone with me, Jane? Afraid I’ll spread you out on this table and feast on you, that I’ll ravish you senseless?” His words came out a silken promise of things to come.

      The heat in his eyes reminded her of chocolate, and she was sucked into the image he painted. Her lying on the table, dishes broken on the ground from where he had shoved them away to get to her. His hands ripping at her clothes, desperate to taste her bare flesh…

      Wetness pooled between her legs, and she clenched her thighs together, thankful he couldn’t see through the table. She bit her bottom lip and looked away, desperate to hide the desire in her eyes. If he ever found out how much she wanted him, wanted what his kisses promised, she would be in trouble.

      “Jane, I was only teasing.” He pushed back his chair and stood.

      “I’m fine, really. I think I’m just on edge, that’s all.”

      She took a bite of her roasted chicken.

      He walked over to her and placed his hands on her shoulders. She looked over her shoulder, surprised at how vulnerable she felt in that moment.

      Yet there was something impossibly arousing to have him behind her when she was defenseless. He dug his long, elegant fingers into her muscles, rubbing the tension away. A moan slipped from her, and her head fell back against the chair.

      He looked down at her, his gaze filled with a scorching heat that burned her from the inside. She’d never thought she could drown in a man’s eyes, but staring up at him, she finally understood. His black pupils dilated rapidly, absorbing her as they absorbed the light in the room. Nothing existed outside of him, nothing mattered beyond the promise of dark delights and carnal pleasures that were reflected in his predatory stare. She surrendered to that gaze, to him.

      He continued to massage her, all of that strength and power he possessed targeted at making her relax. She blinked. Thoughts like that sure could go straight to a girl’s head, make her want to whimper, beg, and surrender to anything he might demand. She’d never been the submissive type, but a man who could dominate her sensually set her blood on fire.

      “Why the blush?” he asked, his voice amused. His hand settled on her throat, his fingers curling around it. He didn’t squeeze, but the grip was possessive. She got even wetter, her thighs, shaking from how tight they were smashed together.

      “It’s a little warm in here.” Her tongue was thick as molasses. She was having trouble concentrating on anything besides the memory of his full lips, how they kissed with such natural ease. How good it felt to be under his control, consumed by his need for her.

      “Finish your dinner. You’ll feel better with a full stomach.” He trailed his fingertips along the nape of her neck, toying with her hair, pulling it to one side so he could caress the knotted muscles on either side of her neck before he returned to his seat.

      She ate rapidly, not really hungry, thankful for the distraction. Anything to get her mind off Bastian and the new power he seemed to have over her.

      He cleaned his plate first and then sat back, watching her.

      “What is the one thing you miss most about your home?” he asked.

      She set her fork down and contemplated that. The answer came fairly easily.

      “When I was ten, my dad took us out on his sailboat on the ocean. He had this old brass bell. That morning fog drifted across the lake, and my dad rang the bell to warn other boats we were nearby. I loved the sound of that bell. When my father sold that boat, he removed the bell, made a wind chime out of it, and hung it on a window outside my room.” Before she even realized it, she was smiling, but her chest was tight as she realized how much she missed home and that sound.

      She raised her gaze to his face. “There’s nothing more wonderful than hearing the clanging early in the morning as a breeze moves through the trees.” A blush heated her face as she realized she was picturing him in bed next to her, listening to the bell chime, while their bodies were wrapped around each other.

      To distract herself, she turned the question back to him. “What about you? Do you miss something back in London?”

      He played with the stem of his wineglass, watching the way the candlelight glinted off the crystal. “I miss…” He hesitated, cleared his throat and then continued. “I miss feeling like I have a place of my own. London was never my home, even though it’s the only place I’ve ever known. This,” he gestured to the beautiful dining room around them, which was adorned with portraits of his ancestors, “this is my home. I feel it in my blood and in my bones. I belong here, and nothing will make me leave. That’s why I have to restore this place. I will not let anything take my home away from me.”

      She heard the silent vow behind that. Ghosts or no ghosts, he wouldn’t abandon Stormclyffe to them. It was his home, and he was going to fight for it.

      Neither of them spoke after that, and she hastily finished her dinner. He got up first and was at her side, hand outstretched.

      “Come with me.”
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      Bastian held out his hand, hoping Jane would come with him. It made no sense that a woman he’d met only a few days ago seemed suddenly so important. But a stirring deep inside the core of him whispered.

      Take her. Protect her. Mine.

      After all the women he’d been with, to not merely crave Jane, but want to possess her on some elemental, primal level confounded him. He needed her almost as much as he needed air to breathe. Every rational thought reminded him to keep away, that staying distant would protect her, but it was harder and harder to fight that.

      After his father died, he’d believed little else mattered beyond finishing what his father had started. Stormclyffe’s restoration was to be a tribute to him and all of the Carlisles who’d come before, haunted by years of tragedy and superstition. Now he realized it was so much more than that. Bringing this place back to life wasn’t about creating a tribute, but defending what was rightfully his. His father had risked his life coming back because restoring the hall had meant that much to him, and Bastian understood that. Hated it that it had taken his father from him, but the same deep need to fix the castle was within him, too. At any cost.

      Slowly Jane put her palm in his. He relished the blossom of rose in her cheeks as her gray eyes flitted to his face, then away and back again.

      He led her out of the dining room, down the hall, and into the castle’s large ballroom. He’d purposely not taken her there, so he could surprise her, and the wait had been worth it. The ballroom had been renovated in the 1920s, with stained glass windows, crystal chandeliers, and wood floors.

      “Oh! The ballroom!” She sighed dreamily. “Did you know that during World War II they housed wounded soldiers here?”

      His lips twitched. She may have originally been an intruder bent on prying into his past, but now he understood her interest for what it was. She loved this place as much as he did.

      She grasped his hands, delight shining in her eyes. “Dance with me!”

      Bastian attempted to step back, shaking his head. “I don’t really dance.”

      With a nibble on her bottom lip, she tugged on his hands. “Just one song. Please.”

      Sighing, he surrendered and left her in the middle of the room and to walk over to the newly installed entertainment bar off to the side.

      He’d had a group of technicians install a sound system in case he wanted to connect an mp3 player into the new speaker system that circled the room. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, scrolled to a playlist, and found a good song before he popped the audio jack in and hit play.

      She had her back to him when a musician started to sing “Ain’t No Sunshine.”

      The staccato bump bump of the bass and the infusion of orchestra strings filled the air, enveloping them. The music’s invisible strings seemed to coil around them as she spun to face him. Her lips formed a little “O” of surprise, her eyes bright with pleasure. He grinned.

      She was beautiful. Stunning.

      He could see a future with her, and it scared him. What if he had that future within his grasp and lost it, lost her? Losing his father had destroyed his mother. He didn’t want that to happen to him, but it could if he let it.

      How appropriate the song was.

      The singer crooned about how a house was not a home when his love was away. He couldn’t help but wonder how Stormclyffe would feel if she left. He’d be alone every night. The thought was unbearable.

      He joined her on the floor and pulled her into his arms. Her body bumped into his as she settled against him. They began a slow dance, the gentle shuffle of her flats and his shoes over polished wood. He tucked her head into his shoulder with a gentle hand, and she exhaled softly. Her warm breath seeped into his thin wool sweater.

      “I thought you wouldn’t be a good dancer since you acted so afraid, but you’re excellent,” she murmured against his throat.

      He smiled. “My father taught me. You form a box with your steps.” He demonstrated the incredibly simple move, both their heads bent as they watched their own feet. “And then,” he chuckled, “when you become very good, you round off the corners of the box.” There were many other fancy dances he was familiar with, but this one, the simple slow dance, was the one his father had taught him, and the one he suspected his father had used when he’d proposed to his mother.

      The song changed, and a rich, upbeat melody washed over them as the sound bounced off the walls around them. She tilted her head back to look up at him with joy.

      She started to sing along, laughing at the lyrics and herself.

      “Tiny Dancer is my dad’s favorite song. He and mom always danced to it when they thought my brother and I weren’t around to see.” She blushed and resumed singing. “Hold me closer,” she whispered.

      He wasn’t sure if she was singing the lyrics or pleading to be held tighter. He knew what he wanted and pulled her close so she fit snug against him. One of his hands settled on her lower back, just above the delicious curve of her bottom. In that moment, he was struck by a sense of surreal wonder. It was as though time had in fact stopped and there was nothing beyond the music, Jane, and the dance. He hungered for her both physically and emotionally.

      His palm twitched with the urge to cup her bottom, knead it until she mewled with desire and melted against him. His other hand met hers, and he laced their fingers together, the connection sparking between them. They started moving quicker in the dance, and he couldn’t help but sing, and she laughed, her smile bright and full of life.

      Each time they broke into the refrain, he spun her outward, and she pivoted in a graceful turn like a delicate dancer, using his fingers like the strings of a marionette as though he controlled her perfect moves. The rich sound of the melody and the slide guitar enveloped them in a spell that erased the shadows, the cliffs, like the first wash of the dawn over the land. It overrode the dark, sinister shadows slithering in the corners of the room.

      If only he could have danced forever this way, holding her close. He banded his arms around her, fearing the song would end soon. He didn’t want to let go of the one real thing in his life. But the music faded, and she pulled back. There was a stark pain in her eyes.

      “What’s the matter?” He reached for her but she stepped back, holding up a hand.

      A new song started playing. It was “Smoke Gets In Your Eyes.”

      “I can’t do this. I shouldn’t have.” She shook her head.

      “Shouldn’t what?” he asked. Worry dug into him, making him ache inside.

      “I was in a relationship with a guy. We were engaged. I loved him.” Her voice broke a little and she drew in a deep breath. “We used to dance all the time. I thought I could handle being close to someone again, but I was wrong.” She smiled, but it was one of misery and laced with devastation.

      “What happened?” He refused to let her go, not when she was hurting so badly that it made her tremble.

      “He didn’t believe me. I told him about the dreams, about Stormclyffe. He thought I was crazy. Two years! He just broke it off and asked for his ring back.”

      Her story stunned him. She’d been with a man she’d loved for two years, was going to marry that fellow, and he’d cried off just because she’d had some nightmares? A man shouldn’t abandon a woman over something like that.

      “I’m not that man, Jane.”

      “No,” she admitted. “But you don’t want to believe me. Sure you said you did, but you don’t live with these dreams like I do. They always come, and sooner or later you’ll stop wanting to pretend you understand.”

      He tightened his grip, anger rippling beneath his skin. After everything they’d been through, she didn’t trust him?

      “I said I believed you were seeing visions. Don’t you dare doubt me. I said I’d protect you, and I will.”

      “It’s too much, Bastian…” Her eyes seemed almost blue as unshed tears glimmered in their depths.

      Too much? What did she mean? Too much of what?

      “Jane, please.” He didn’t know what he was asking, but he couldn’t bear the thought of her leaving.

      She shook her head violently. “You’re not supposed to be like this.”

      “Like what?” Her attempts to pull away from him were baffling.

      “Perfect.” The single word was barely a whisper from her lips before she spun on her heel and dashed out of the room, leaving him alone on the dance floor.

      Something in his chest cracked and splintered. He could almost feel pieces of himself falling apart inside.

      The song kept playing, the words a haunting warning.

      Love is blind.

      He swallowed hard as Jane vanished out of the ballroom door.

      A fluttering movement in the corner of his eyes made him turn, and his heart jolted. A shadow hung at the edge of the floor, twisting and coiling like a serpent. The darkness stretched up the stone wall, like a thorny vine until it seeped out of the stones and morphed into a figure. Bastian watched in mute fascination as the smoky shape transformed into a handsome man with graying skin and haunted eyes, heavily shadowed with bruises, which locked on Bastian. It looked like the man in the portrait in Jane’s room. It looked like…Richard.

      “What in God’s name?”  He stepped toward the man, to do what, he didn’t know, but the man shrunk back into a shadow and shot across the floor and through the door, the way Jane had gone. Was he going after her? To hurt her?

      “Jane!” he shouted, fear clenching his throat as he broke into a run.
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      Tears spilled down her cheeks, drying in salty tracks. Jane scrubbed at them with her sleeve, her throat constricting as she tried not to cry.

      Damn the man! She was completely embarrassed by her reaction to him and how she had just run away like a coward.

      It felt too good to be true, to be in his arms, music enveloping her soul, binding her to the handsome Earl of Weymouth. She couldn’t be falling in love with him. She had promised herself she wouldn’t let this infatuation become anything deeper. After Tim, she hadn’t wanted another man to have that power over her, the power to destroy her heart. What a fool she was. She should have known her heart would be the one thing she wouldn’t be able to control.

      She passed by the red drawing room and froze. A creeping chill slithered up her body from her toes to her head. Like how she’d felt in the library before she’d lost control and walked to the tower to throw herself over.

      “Oh God,” she murmured through barely parted lips. “Not again.”

      The drawing room door was barely opened, leaving a sliver of inky darkness. Anything and anybody could have been beyond the door. The thought made her insides squirm and twist sharply. Tiny hairs on her neck and arms rose in warning. The soft sounds of the castle faded to a heavy, blanket-thick silence until a ringing started in her ears.

      The blackness of the drawing room seemed to move and stretch, bending rebelliously against the light of the hallway.  The lights in the wall sconces flickered, dimmed once, and, in a rush of popping noises, went out.

      She sucked in a harsh breath as darkness surrounded her. She couldn’t see… Her eyes screamed with the need to focus on something, anything. Why couldn’t she move? Her feet were rooted to the floor.

      Shhh…shh… The slide of something rasping over of the carpet raked over her sensitive ears.

      Shhh…shh…

      It sounded like dragging footsteps… Something was coming toward her. Sheer terror spiked through her, and just like that, she was able to move again.

      She spun, crashing into the solid stone of a wall. Her whimper was cut short as a high, keening wail drowned her out, like a banshee crying out its warning of a fast-approaching death.

      If only I could see… God, just let me see it! She would rather see the creature that approached, look into the face of the thing that was haunting her steps. Not knowing, not seeing, was killing her.

      She had the urge to scream Bastian’s name, to call for help. But that would just give away her location to the thing that hunted her. His name was on her lips when the choking blackness was cut through by a burst of blue light from inside the drawing room. Desperate to escape the darkened hallway, she rushed into the drawing room.

      The setting sun had sunk beneath the sky, and only the moon’s wan glow illuminated everything. A pearly light blossomed in the center of the room, floating like a small orb. Tendrils of light spun outward from it in soft, lazy patterns.

      The sight mesmerized her, pulling her toward it, leaving her unable to stop. The orb of light moved up to illuminate the portrait of Isabelle. Jane looked from the bottom of the painting upward, studying the silk gown up to the face of the captivating woman who’d died so long ago. Her ancestor. Blood of her blood. Flesh of her flesh.

      Twin tracks of blood oozed from Isabelle’s eyes, dripping down the oil portrait.

      A silent scream knotted in Jane’s throat, but that didn’t stop her hand from rising up to touch the line of blood. Her fingers came away covered in the ruby substance. The ball of light above her started to spin, moving faster and faster, before it grew bright and shot straight at her. It hit her chest, and her vision tunneled.

      Something was inside her! It curled deep into her muscles, and her bones, taking hold of her, ramming against the protective barriers she had in her mind.

      This isn’t real, this isn’t happening.

      But it was.

      Possession.

      “Jane?” Bastian’s voice echoed just outside, and she opened her mouth to shout, to warn him, but nothing came out. She stumbled forward a step, running into the back of a chair. Pain shot up her stomach and into her chest from the collision. Something dark and angry inside her clawed for control, fighting to take over.

      “Jane?” He stepped into the doorway, eyes locking on her, his face lined with worry. “Jane what’s wrong?” He started toward her when a second ball of ghostly light winked into existence behind him.

      He spun to face it just as the orb sank into his chest. He went rigid, his entire body jolting before he fell to the floor. Jane tried to reach him, but she tripped and the carpet rose to meet her.

      She blinked several times, each more slowly than the last, her final sight was the blood running down the gown of Isabelle’s portrait, before darkness closed in.

      Richard lounged in a chair by the fire, a glass of brandy in one hand. His coat was gone, his shirt open at the collar, and he was so deep into his cups he didn’t care. Nothing mattered anymore.

      Isabelle was gone.

      Even the happy grin of his infant son, Edward, could not ease the ache in his chest. It was as though someone had ripped his beating heart out and cast it over the cliffs with Isabelle.

      He dragged a shaking hand through his hair, mussing it up further, and took another slow drink of the only thing that seemed to numb his pain.

      “My lord, you have a visitor.” His butler interrupted his solitude.

      “Who is it?” Richard growled. It was dark. He should have no visitors at this hour.

      “Miss Cordelia Huntington.”

      “Bloody hell,” Richard growled.

      The last woman on earth he wished to see. Before he’d met Isabelle, Cordelia would have been the sort of woman he would have considered marrying.

      Pain lanced through him at the simple thought of his wife, carving her name into his heart all over again.

      What did Miss Huntington want at this time of night? He ought to send her away from Stormclyffe, but he was foxed, and his mood was black enough he that he longed to get into a row even with a lady.

      “Show her in.”

      “My lord?” His butler’s tone was heavy with disapproval, but he didn’t care.

      “Show her in!”

      The butler scowled but exited with a nod and a muttered “Very well.”

      A few minutes later a woman in a red cloak entered. Her hood concealed her features as she walked around the side of his chair to face him. She dropped her hood, revealing honey-blond hair and a beautiful face with the coldest hazel eyes he’d ever seen. Richard shuddered as her gaze fixed on him. He didn’t bother to stand as he ought to in a lady’s presence. He just didn’t give a damn.

      “What brings you here, Miss Huntingdon?” he growled at her, hoping to drive her away with crudeness. He wanted to mourn Isabelle in peace.

      “You do, my lord. I thought it was time to point out that you are in need of a wife. I offer myself to you. My father is quite wealthy and—”

      “Silence.” The word came out sharp as a whip crack. He couldn’t believe this woman. She thought to marry him? When his heart was destroyed and his soul ripped to pieces?

      “The only woman I loved is gone, and you think I care for riches?”

      Her plump red lips thinned into an angry line. “It is time you settled down with a woman worthy of your title. My great-grandfather on my mother’s side was an earl. I am much better suited to the role of countess than some innkeeper’s daughter.”

      He jumped to his feet and threw his glass of brandy in the fireplace. The explosion of glass and the rush of flames consuming the alcohol forced Cordelia back a step.

      “You insult her; you insult me. Know this, Miss Huntington. I will never marry again.”

      She curled her lip in an unladylike sneer. “You will marry. It is your duty to carry on your line. And I will provide you with an heir.”

      He laughed harshly. “I have my son, Edward.”

      “A child with a dirty, common bloodline?”

      He wrapped a hand around her throat the second she uttered the words. “Never insult my son again.” He released her and shoved her away from him so he could pace over to the window and gaze out upon the night.

      The soft clink of glasses and the trickle of liquid was soon followed by her coming to his side.

      “My apologies, my lord. I’ve spoken rashly and out of turn. Here…drink this. It will calm your nerves.” She placed a brandy glass in his hand.

      With a vicious glare at her, he downed the liquid and set the glass on the windowsill. He licked his lips. The brandy tasted a little bitter.

      “It’s a pity you couldn’t be made to come around.” She stroked his cheek.

      Her touch burned like cold fire against his skin. He slapped her hand away, and the room spun slightly, blurring at the edges of his vision.

      “You should leave, Miss Huntington. The hour is late, and you will be missed.” The last few words of his speech slurred as his tongue grew heavy and thick.

      She laughed quietly, yet the sound seemed more sharp and piercing to his ears, as though they strained to pick up every sound around him.

      “I will leave… As soon as I’ve watched the last breath leave your body, and then I will go upstairs and take your precious babe and throw him off the cliffs like I did the common whore who birthed him.” The venom in her tone was pure acid to his ears.

      He spun to face her, using the windowsill to support himself as his legs quaked beneath him.

      “What? You mean…she didn’t kill herself?” Through the murky waters of his mind, this revelation was strangely a comfort. Months of guilt had driven him to the bottle, had him ignoring his son. And now he’d learned Isabelle hadn’t committed suicide?

      “I cast a spell upon her.” She explained the murder with all the casual disinterest of someone discussing the weather. “I’m a witch, you see. My mother taught me well. The hearts of a dozen innocent doves taken by force beneath a full moon gave me the power to enslave your darling wife’s free will. I forced her to flee into the storm and come to the cliffs. And when she arrived, I shoved her over the edge.” Her pupils appeared almost catlike, and Richard shook his head, trying to make sense of what she was saying.

      “Why? Why kill her?” he demanded hoarsely.

      Shock numbed Richard. His throat started to close.

      “It’s not just her I’ve killed… I’ve poisoned your brandy. Feeling short of breath yet?” As she spoke, she slid one hand into the folds of her cloak and retrieved a vial filled with red liquid. She uncapped the stopper and smeared the liquid along her palm.

      He doubled over, coughing as he struggled to breathe.

      “I was the proper choice as your wife. But you picked that woman. That innkeeper’s daughter!” She lunged for him, smearing the liquid…blood…on his chest.

      “It was my choice. I loved her,” he choked out, shoving her hands away from him.

      “You shamed me by picking her. And now I shall have my revenge on you all.”

      Her eyes glowed, orange flames destroying any glimmer of humanity that might have remained there.

      “I’ll take great pleasure in tossing that brat into the sea for the fish to devour. Tenebrosum cor tuum anima vestra, et tenebrarum. Tu mihi in sempiternum. Masculi Omnia mihi.” She smiled at him, the expression full of pure malice. “Everyone in your family will suffer. This will never be the end, not until I own the soul of an heir to Stormclyffe.”

      Something deep within Richard refused to die, even as the poison spread through him, killing him.

      This bitch would not kill his son!

      He shoved away from the window and tackled her. His hands wrapped around her throat. Even as his strength began to fail and his vision blurred, he kept hold of her, squeezing. He heard the faint cry of his little boy one floor above. The sound infused him with one last burst of determination and power.

      “You will never harm another soul, never take another life!” He squeezed again, and the flames in her eyes were extinguished. His heart gave out, and he slumped forward.
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      Bastian jerked awake, gasping for breath. His mind reeled with what he’d just seen. Had it been real? A witch named Cordelia Huntington had murdered Isabelle and Richard? Could he believe what he’d seen? Or had it been merely fevered imaginings?

      Head pounding, he glanced around the drawing room. Jane was sprawled facedown a few feet away.

      She stirred and groaned. “Bastian, I had the strangest dream…” She looked around, confused. “Why are we on the floor?”

      “Jane, did you see…?” He struggled to find the words.

      “Richard and Cordelia? Yes, front-row seat and everything.” She sat up and shoved her hair back from her face, her lips drawn tight in a grim line. After a moment, her lips softened, parted, and she drew a slow breath before continuing. “Honestly, I’m so scared I want to run for the nearest door, but…”

      “But?” he echoed. Odd how he hoped this one little word meant she wouldn’t leave him.

      “Well, I can’t leave you here alone. You are a disaster waiting to happen, Bastian. I bet you’d walk into a dark cellar without a second thought as to what’s down there.”

      His lips twitched. “Like bottles of wine? That’s all that’s in my cellars.”

      She raised a single brow. “That you know of. This is exactly why I have to stay. You don’t have the good sense to leave. Someone has to watch over you. It would really piss me off if some ghosts got the better of you because you won’t admit they exist.”

      Bastian got to his feet and helped Jane up, holding her close. “I know you don’t trust me, but I believe you. This is real. You were right.”

      She studied him, seeming to search for any sign or hint of deception. “Really? You don’t think I’m crazy then?”

      He shook his head. “No. Enough has happened to prove you were right. We’re facing something supernatural, and I’m not arguing with you anymore.”

      Her shoulders sagged and she sighed with relief. “Thank God, because trying to protect someone who doesn’t believe in ghosts is usually how people die in bad horror movies.”

      He chuckled. “Jane, this is real life, not a movie.”

      She raised one challenging brow. “Exactly. All the more reason to be careful and keep you out of trouble.”

      “Are you braving potentially malignant spirits because you care about me?”

      He had to admit he rather liked the idea of this little American firecracker of a woman coming to his defense. Even though he could protect himself, especially from incorporeal creatures, he enjoyed seeing her flushed with excitement, eyes bright with her determination to save him. If only he could get her to take that same passion to a bed, preferably his.

      “Don’t look so smug. I’m here because it’s my duty to find out the truth. My dissertation needs to be flawless, all my research a hundred percent accurate before I present it.”

      Her rigid back and crossed arms showed a defiance he hadn’t expected, and it aroused him. He couldn’t help but wonder if he could get her to submit to him, if she’d agree to being tied…

      “Hey! Eyes on my face.” She waved a hand in front of his eyes, getting him to look up from her lovely breasts. “Clearly my hunch was right. Isabelle was murdered, and now we know that Richard was as well by a woman named Cordelia Huntington. No wonder this place is haunted. I’d be angry if everyone thought my wife killed herself and then I got murdered by the same maniac who killed my wife. I bet Richard is roaming the halls at night just like Isabelle does the cliffs.”

      Bastian’s hands around her waist tightened. “What makes you think Isabelle haunts the cliffs?” Another secret she had been keeping from him?

      She licked her lips nervously. “I—I saw her when I first arrived. You haven’t seen her?”

      “No. I’ve never seen anything in this house before today. There were rumors of course, other people seeing her, but I haven’t witnessed her or anything else before you arrived. What did she look like?”

      “She was dressed in a white gown. She floated over the earth and straight to the cliffs.” She paused, her gaze distant, voice soft as though recalling a sad memory. “She turned back to look at me. Her eyes…so full of sadness. I wanted to help her, Bastian. I have to help her.”

      He caught an errant lock of her hair, coiling it around his finger. “So I’m never to be rid of you?” He phrased it as though she was a nuisance but his kept his tone soft, hoping she’d sense he meant the opposite.

      He tugged on the gleaming coil, reveling in its silkiness. She was just so touchable. Everything about Jane from her pale pink lips to her silky hair and full curves demanded he touch her.

      “I’m not going anywhere until we figure this business out,” she vowed.

      God, he loved it when she did that. No one and nothing would deter his little bookworm from getting her way.

      “So…if Richard killed Cordelia but died at the same time, why was the discovery of her body not mentioned along with Richard’s when a footman found him? Surely the local authorities would have investigated and reported another body. In all my sources I only ever came across the discovery of his body. No one ever mentioned poison.”

      He tucked one of her arms in his as they left the drawing room. “I’ve never even heard of this woman before now.”

      She glanced at him. “I have. She’s in the diary. It’s just like in the…” She hesitated before continuing. “In the vision. Cordelia was hanging around Richard, hoping to marry him, but he met Isabelle, and the rest was history. Apparently there’s more to this woman than Richard knew, if what we saw was true. She was some sort of witch, or practiced witchcraft at least. It all comes back to the murdered doves. There were several places in the diary where Richard mentioned the birds dying. I think she was must have been sacrificing them to cast her spells. She said something right before Richard died, something that sounded like Latin. I think I can write it down, and we can translate it later. I bet it was a spell.”

      He sighed. “Are we really talking spells and witchcraft? All of that Macbeth nonsense with women over smoking cauldrons?”

      She patted his arm reassuringly, even though there was a mocking light in her eyes. “Just because you’re afraid to accept there are things beyond what you can understand doesn’t mean those things don’t actually exist. I think, given everything that’s happened, we have to entertain the possibility that we are in fact dealing with witches and spells.”

      “And the body we found in the garden?” he asked as they ascended the grand staircase together.

      “Cordelia’s. I’m certain of it. We saw the remnants of a red cloak in the grave, remember? She was wearing that in the vision we saw.”

      “Very well, I give you that much.” He had to agree that it was too much of a coincidence otherwise. “We should go to town tomorrow and look through the archives and see if we can track down Cordelia. We’ll wait until Randolph returns. He can watch over the workmen.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      When Jane reached her room, she glanced up at him through her sooty lashes.

      “After what just happened…do you feel fine sleeping alone?” Her cheeks flushed and her gaze flicked away from his face.

      He picked up on her hesitation and wondered what he was supposed to do. She’d made it clear she wasn’t ready for a relationship, that she’d been wounded before and couldn’t trust another man right now. What did she want him to do? “I do, but if you don’t…”

      Before he could even finish, she had snatched her bag and was marching into his room as though she belonged there.

      “Great, thanks! You want the right or left side? Whoa, this bed is massive.”

      She dropped her bags and circled his bed, her gray eyes wider than usual. “Plenty of room…for two.” A delectable blush tiptoed across her cheeks as she stroked her palm over the velvet coverlet with a wistful gaze clouding her eyes.

      He wondered what she was thinking about. Did she want to be in bed with him as much as he wanted her beneath him, begging for more, crying out for him? Ever since he’d kissed her in the drawing room, he felt that things had been building to this. But he didn’t want her in his bed because she was afraid. Even that was too low for a man hungry to kiss every inch of her as he was. If she shared his bed, it should be because she wanted him, not because she was terrified of being alone.

      “Jane, I’m sorry you’ve become involved in this, but I’m glad you’re here. Had I been dealing with this alone…I do not know what would have happened.” It was as close as he could come to confessing he was also glad he wasn’t alone.

      She offered him a rueful smile. “Lucky for you the ghost seems to want me dead, not you.” She paused, voice breaking. He moved to her and eased her down on the bed, tucking her safely against his side.

      “I’m sorry.” He meant it. If he had known she’d be so affected staying here, he would have dragged her out to her rental car and driven her back to town himself. He didn’t want to lose another person he cared about to the madness that haunted this place. History couldn’t repeat itself.

      “It’s fine, really. I just wish I didn’t believe in all of this stuff, but I do. Blame my parents for raising me a God-fearing Catholic, but I believe in ghosts a hundred percent.” As she spoke she touched the small medallion around her neck, her thumb and forefinger rubbing over the image of an archangel slaying a dragon.

      She lifted her head and looked toward the large window closest to her. Even in her fear she was beautiful.

      His throat tightened as he recalled his mother’s change after his father never returned from Stormclyffe. How she used to sit in a large, overstuffed chair by the window in their house outside London, her cheek resting on the sun-bleached fabric as her forlorn stare swept the garden outside the window. His mother seemed so far away, as though she’d traveled to a distant land and hadn’t ever truly returned. She was haunted by losing her husband.

      No. She wouldn’t go the way his mother had. He wouldn’t lose another person to this cursed pile of stones.

      He directed his gaze back to Jane, admiring her. She was so lovely. There was a quiet, yet untamed ferocity in her, driven by her passions and tempered by her determination. People didn’t act like she did anymore. They didn’t have strength. They didn’t fight against their fears to help others. Such a woman was rare.

      Am I falling in love?

      Previously, he would have laughed at the notion. But at this moment, alone in a bedroom with her, he thought it was possible to be in love with Jane. There was nothing false about her, no secrets she wouldn’t reveal to him if he took the time to delve into her soul. He could trust her, could be himself with her without fear of anything. He’d danced and sang with her, let her see inside himself where he’d never let another woman in. She’d accepted him as he was, weaknesses and fears alike and had liked him, more than liked him. It was impossible not to love someone who made you feel like that.

      Even though he’d known her a short time, it made perfect sense. You could wait a lifetime hoping to earn someone’s trust and love, but sometimes…it happened fast and unexpected like the shock of a doorknob when crossing the carpet in socks. The jolt of instant realization, the sign that something was meant to be, that you belonged to another person. He couldn’t deny it. He belonged to Jane, whether she knew it or not, whether she wanted him or not.

      She sidled closer to him, nibbling on her bottom lip.

      “What can I do to ease your worries, Jane?” He acted without thinking, lips brushing a kiss on her temple. She shivered hard and turned into him, burying her face in his sweater. Bastian shook his head in a silent laugh. Three days ago he’d been obsessed with restoring Stormclyffe and nothing else. Now that barely mattered in comparison to protecting Jane from angry spirits.

      Tomorrow, he would take her to town and let her relax. As much as he wanted her to stay here, she needed to go, needed to stay clear of the shadows that lingered in Stormclyffe’s halls.

      “Come on, let’s get ready for bed. I don’t know about you, but I’ve been up since before dawn and would love to catch up on my sleep.” He separated himself from her and saw the look of regret on her face.

      “I’m so sorry. I’ve been crying and acting like such a ninny.”

      “Everybody gets scared. Even me,” he declared with a teasing stoicism.

      She laughed. “I don’t think I ever want to encounter what makes you scared. Does anything frighten you?”

      Losing the people I love. Rather than admit that aloud, he shrugged.

      “I’m human, just like everyone else.”

      Her nose crinkled with a little smile. “Sometimes I think it would be nice to be superhuman. Where’s a radioactive spider when you need one?”

      He cocked a brow as though her reference was entirely lost on him even though he knew what she was talking about.

      Half amused, half exasperated, she explained. “Oh come on. You know, Spiderman? The superhero? Didn’t you read comic books as a kid? Living with a brother, I know way more about this stuff than I should probably admit.”

      Her sheepish grin made his heart turn over in his chest. “I spent most of my childhood feeling like a bit of an outcast. Given my family’s unique history, I was lucky I wasn’t bullied, much.” He winced at the unwanted memories. Boys were notorious for wanting to ostracize those who were different, especially those with family histories that were less than normal. “There was the occasional skirmish but I always held my own. It was difficult though, since I was small for my age.”

      Her brows arched up in surprise. “You, small? I can’t picture that, you’re so muscled and strong…”

      Her eyes darkened with desire as she raked her gaze over his body, and it made his own lust stir in response. She was so dangerous, and she didn’t even know it.

      “Thank you for the compliment.” He chuckled. “I didn’t really start to grow until my last few years at Eton.”

      She blushed. “I meant to say…”

      He waved a hand and offered her a reassuring smile.

      “Well, you ought to use the bathroom first. I’ll just change clothes.” He could practically feel the blush in his face, the creeping heat as she bashfully looked away, too.

      And to think I was so good at this before.

      She had the audacity to giggle. “This is going to be so awkward, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t normally have issues with women,” he confessed.

      Her face turned a charming shade of red, and she glanced away. She said something, but he didn’t hear her. All he could focus on was her pink tongue darting out nervously to wet those succulent lips. Lust swirled in dark edges in the center of his soul. He’d give anything to drag her into his arms and possess that sweet little mouth. Burn away all the fear she’d felt in the last few days and turn her world inside out with mind-numbing pleasure…

      She unzipped her suitcase and pulled out silk-striped pajamas. She darted off to the bathroom, and the door clicked shut behind her. He stifled a groan as he tried to walk, but his erection was determined to punch through the front of his trousers. He reached his dresser and dug around until he found some heavy flannel pajamas for himself. He doubted she would have handled the news very well if he’d told her he normally slept in the nude. Wearing some barriers of clothes would keep his behavior in check tonight. He hoped. He didn’t want to be that man who took advantage of a woman feeling vulnerable.

      It was a cold night, but he’d sleep shirtless because he was burning up with completely inappropriate arousal. He flipped the metal clasp of his wristwatch open, slid it off, and set it on the dresser. He considered it. The watch was a handsome piece, expensive like everything else he owned. Rich in wealth, poor in family. A curse he could not escape.

      Despite the tragedy of his family’s history, they’d always prospered financially. It was like a devil’s bargain. And he was starting to despise the money. He’d rather have his father back than the Aston Martin in the front drive.

      He moved to the window. He scanned the hillside that sloped down from the castle to the shores. A white shape drifted from the rose covered archway of the garden below and continued toward the cliffs.

      A trick of the moonlight, a play of shadows perhaps? It couldn’t be what it appeared to be…a woman in a flowing white gown. He fancied he saw the figure look over her shoulder at the castle. Another shift of light, a flicker of shadow, and a second figure materialized in the garden archway. A feminine figure wearing a red cloak. Two white, perfect little hands dropped the hood away from the figure’s head. The head was only a rotting skull with bits of hair straggling down off the yellowish bone. The figure turned to face the window, and its sunken eye sockets were black pits reflecting the emptiness, the decay of his family’s history, his own soul.

      He stumbled away from the window, horror ripping through his insides. Before he could even process what he’d just seen, Jane’s scream split through the haze of shock that had enveloped him.
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      Jane stripped her clothes off, admiring the expensive Italian marble bathroom. The shower had a walk-in entry and was large enough to hold five people. There was a marble bench opposite the huge shower nozzle. She tiptoed into the stall and turned on the water. The initial blast was cold, and mist formed a layer of dew on her skin. When the water was hot and steam filled the shower, fogging all the mirrors and doors, she ducked under the spray.

      The heat was intoxicating, and she closed her eyes. Her hands rubbed, massaged, and slid over her body, her breasts, down her thighs. The warmth of the water lulled her into a dreamy state of lust. She leaned back against the shower wall, indulging in a fantasy of Bastian. It was his hands cupping her breasts, pinching her nipples. His mouth drew one aching peak between his lips, sucking hard in long pulls that had her fisting her hands in his hair to urge him on.

      Smack!

      A big shampoo bottle hit the floor and rolled toward the drain. She swallowed several times, trying to force her heart back down from where it had jumped into her throat. She bent over, picked the bottle up, and set it in the stall corner. When she raised her head and looked through the glass shower door, she screamed.

      A face stared back at her through the steam. A face that was more bone than flesh, with eyes of flames and blood oozing down its bony cheeks. Strips of hair still clung to the partially decayed scalp, in long greasy tendrils. Even over the sound of rushing water, the creature’s ragged breaths scraped over Jane’s ears.

      Hehhhhh.

      Hehhhhh.

      The rasping death rattle invaded her mind, challenging every instinct she had to scream.

      The creature raised a skeletal finger and carved a word into the steam on the glass.

      Mine.

      Trails of dark, brownish blood dribbled from the word, mixing with the steam’s moisture until pink rivulets trickled down the shower door.

      Air flooded Jane’s lungs, and she screeched. The figure vanished at the same moment Bastian burst through the bathroom door.

      “What happened?”

      “Oh, God! Bastian, it was here. It was right here!” She pointed at the door, but the word and the blood were gone. Her mind whirled, trying to make sense of what she’d just seen and how it was possible that it had vanished in the next instant.

      “What? I don’t see anything.” His gaze roved over the room, taking in everything with a guarded and protective stare.

      “Great, I’m losing it,” she mumbled. Her whole body shook so badly she collapsed in the shower.

      He peered through the door at her. “Are you all right? I’m coming in.”

      The soft thud of shoes hitting the marble told her he was joining her. She tucked her knees up to her chin and wrapped her arms around her shins, hiding her nakedness. Despite the chills racking her body, her face still flamed at the thought of him climbing into the shower with her. Rather than strip down, he walked in, slacks, sweater, and all. He cranked the nozzle to make the water even hotter and sat down next to her on the floor, ignoring the fact that he was getting soaked.

      “What are you doing? You’ll ruin your clothes,” she mumbled.

      “Doesn’t matter.” He slid his other arm around her shoulders, tucking her against him.

      “What happened?” His warm breath slid over her forehead as he placed a kiss on her temple.

      She repressed a shiver of longing.

      “It was a ghost. A decaying, rotting thing. It wrote the word ‘mine’ in the steam.” She wiped at the tears pooling in the corners of her eyes. She’d never known such fear before, facing true evil. She knew that’s what it was. Evil. And it terrified her. Seeing Isabelle on the cliff hadn’t scared her, it only made her sad. This…this creature in the bathroom. That hadn’t been like Isabelle. It was pure evil.

      “I believe you. I saw it, too…only it was outside in the garden. It was…”—He hesitated— “Chasing Isabelle to the cliffs. It stopped and looked up at me and…” This time he didn’t continue.

      “Even though the body’s gone…she’s still here. Cordelia is still here. Just like Isabelle said.” She shivered. “What are we going to do? How do you get rid of a ghost? Should we call a priest and have an exorcism?”

      “I don’t know. She’s gone for now. Don’t let her frighten you. I’m here with you, Jane. She can’t touch you while I’m here.”

      She wanted to believe him, and he made it so easy to. He was strong and brave, even if a bit close-minded about ghosts. Of course, he was starting to believe her now. He was seeing things too, and that was bad news because it meant what they were seeing was real.

      He caught her hand and brought it to his lips, sucking her index finger into his mouth. It was the perfect distraction, replacing her terror with sexual hunger.

      Damn the man, he was too perfect. Heat pooled between her thighs, and she leaned into him, watching his lips move around her finger. He released her finger and raised his eyes to hers. The faintest glimmer of a shadow flitted past his irises.

      “Kiss me, Jane.” His gruff tone made her body quiver deliciously.

      There was no thinking after that, only action. She turned in his arms, her lips seeking his. They shared a groan as her breasts pressed against his chest. She gripped the bottom of his sweater and tore it off him. He pulled her onto her feet, and she kissed him while he rid himself of his slacks and boxers. He kissed back in playful, aggressive nibbles that had her body flashing between his heat and the press of cool marble behind her.

      He growled when her exploring hands brushed his straining cock. She glanced down, eyes widening at his impressive length. There is no way…

      “You can take me, Jane. You can take all of me.”

      His hungry gaze raked over her bare breasts and between her thighs. A look so possessive, so hot she could actually feel it on her skin.

      He ran his hands up and down her arms, soothing her. She licked her lips, craving to taste him, her body screaming for his. Without another word, he gripped her waist and pulled her flush against him. His cock nestled against her belly, and he thrust his tongue between her lips, owning her mouth. He guided her back against the shower wall, cupping her ass, lifted her, and shoved a knee between her thighs, spreading her open. When he broke the kiss to gaze down at her center, she blushed scarlet and tried to close her legs. Vulnerability blazed in her, making her weak and scared of what he might think.

      “You’re so beautiful.” He parted her folds with one finger, tracing heated patterns in the sensitive flesh.

      She trembled and gripped his shoulders for support. He was undoing all of her defenses with that wicked touch.

      “Do you want me inside you? I’ll make love to you, slow, hard. I’ll part this soft flesh, drive inside you until you scream… Do you want that?” The edge to his tone only made her wetter. She loved that he gave into his passion completely.

      The ferocity etched in his handsome features made her whimper with need. She needed his raw passion, needed his animal lust to take over. He placed himself at her entrance, waited for her impatient nod and shoved inside.

      His first thrust was fast and hard, everything he promised. She threw her head back and arched away from the wall as he withdrew and slammed home. The sensation of him filling her, merging their bodies in an explosion of bliss caught her completely unprepared. Had sex ever felt like this? Like heaven and earth and every breathless second in between?

      “Bastian!” His name was a breathless prayer on her lips. A plea for more.

      His hands dug into her hips as he held her still for his ramming hips.

      The hiss of water around them and rhythmic sounds of their flesh striking together was so hot that she panted, her body on fire and restless with the need to come. Her heels sank into his lower back, holding him to her. He snarled and dropped his head to her neck, sinking his teeth in her skin to hold her in place. The rough love bite sent her over the edge.

      An orgasm burst through her, flooding her senses with a euphoria of dark, sinful pleasure. She surrendered to the riptide of sensations and slumped against the wall. He kept thrusting, little feral growls escaping his throat, vibrating against her neck, making her body ripple with mini-orgasms.

      He came with a roar, pressing deep inside her. He rolled his hips tight against hers, riding out his own pleasure, as though determined to keep them as close as possible. His forehead rested against hers as they shared breath, eyes closed.

      “Bloody hell…Jane…” He groaned. “I didn’t think about protection. I just lost my mind when I kissed you.”

      She stroked his face with her fingertips, making his eyelashes fan open. “It’s okay. I’m on the pill.” She nibbled his lower lip. “I like that you lost control.”

      Hot water pelted his back and shoulders, and she leaned forward to lick the beading droplets off his skin. He shifted and groaned softly as though agonized by the ecstasy of her tongue on his flesh. There was something wildly intimate about that moment. Nothing between them, no secrets. Just two beating hearts in time and the comfort of human touch.

      He cleared his throat. “Jane, I’m sorry I took advantage…”

      She captured his lips, silencing the unnecessary apology. She offered him her acceptance by stroking his hair, his back, any part of him she could reach.

      “I wanted that more than you,” she murmured against his lips.

      He smiled crookedly and took one of her nipples between his thumb and forefinger, tweaking it until she gasped in pleasure and arched. His cock jerked to life inside her.

      “I wouldn’t make that bet, darling.”

      “Oh?” Her lashes fluttered open. Surely he didn’t mean…

      “I’ve had only the most wicked thoughts about you. I’m betting a few of them are illegal in some countries.”

      His teasing tone and the carnal promise of his words had her clit pulsing and her legs shaking with anticipation. Little aftershocks of pleasure kept rippling through her as he continued to play with her, sweet, gentle, but no less seductive.

      “You’re a genuine bad boy, eh?” She laughed, trying not to squirm as he rocked into her, their bodies still connected.

      He dropped a kiss on the tip of her nose. “More than you know.”
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      Bastian insisted on properly washing her, and it wasn’t just an excuse to keep touching her. That was merely a bonus. Truthfully, he needed to care for her. She’d been through so much since coming here, and he felt somehow responsible.

      She leaned back against him as he soaped her body. Her surrender was amazing. She was willing to trust him completely with her body. His past relationships had been with volatile, passionate, and wild women, and he’d enjoyed the roller coaster. Jane was different. She was sweet, curious, passionate, and trusting. All it took was one look from her bedroom eyes, and he had trouble keeping control of his own release. He’d taken her raw, dirty, and rough, and she’d had the audacity to smile like a sleepy kitten and nuzzle him afterward.

      “You’re quite a woman, Jane.” He licked the delicate shell of her ear.

      She answered with a shivery little sigh, her lashes fanning out across her cheeks as she closed her eyes.

      He turned her in his arms and kissed her, his hands sliding down the slope of her back and over her backside. She arched into him, an invitation to take what he desperately needed.

      “Round two?” he asked between kisses.

      “I demand nothing less.” She laughed breathlessly.

      Without another word, he swept her back over his arm, trailing kisses down her neck to her breasts. Taking time to explore the tender peaks with his teeth and tongue, he delighted in the little moans and gasps she made as he bit and sucked on each nipple. Her hands roamed his shoulders before stopping in his hair, tugging fiercely on the strands when he played a little rough with her breasts.

      When neither of them could stand another minute of his sensual torture, he backed them up so he could sit on the bench in the shower, the hot spray covering them.

      “Straddle me,” he growled as he pulled her down on his lap.

      “I’ve never done…” She blushed but he captured her mouth with his, distracting her from her embarrassment before he showed her how to guide him into her body. She hissed softly when she took him all the way inside.

      “Oh God!” She threw her head back, her breasts thrust out like tantalizing offerings and he couldn’t resist.

      He threaded his fingers through her hair, tugging gently on the strands to keep her head back and her breasts close to his mouth. With urging from his hips, she soon learned to ride him in a wild rhythm that wound him so tight and kept him so hard he couldn’t remember his name. There was nothing beyond the ecstasy of being with her, feeling her silken sheath wrapped around him, her cries filling his ears. When they flew apart in each others’ arms, he saw something so deep, so pure in her eyes that it stopped time. For a second he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, he simply stared back, lost in her gaze, hoping he reflected back what he was feeling and seeing in her eyes.

      “Bastian…” His name trembled off her lips before she buried her face in his neck, pressing light kisses on his skin.

      “Jane,” he whispered back, her name a midnight prayer.

      Neither of them said anything more as they cleaned themselves again. It was Jane who finally broke the silence.

      “What are we going to do about Cordelia?”

      He shut off the water, helped her out of the shower, and then wrapped her in a white, fluffy towel. He ignored her question, not wanting to answer it, and covered her head with the towel.

      She freed her face from the towel with an irritated little huff and glared.

      “Well?”

      “Could we table this discussion? Or better yet, can I just have sex with you on the table? That’s a much better idea. I did promise to ravish you after all.”

      He smiled as her eyelids dropped to half-mast and she licked her lips. Then she seemed to come back to herself.

      “Seriously, we have to come up with a plan. We can’t just sit around and let her pick us off one by one. Not doing anything about a ghost is how horror movies start.” She turned her back on him and stalked out of the bathroom. She put on her pj’s, covering up all that delectable skin he hadn’t yet tasted.

      “We will have a plan. Tomorrow.” He followed her into the bedroom.

      “We might be dead by then.” Her tone dripped with sarcasm, but the effect was lessened by the cute way she shrugged her shoulders and finished buttoning her top. The move appeared effortless, casual, but when she caught him watching, her cheeks flushed, and she ducked her face bashfully.

      “We won’t be. You’ve been watching too many horror movies.” He gripped the collar of her top. “Tomorrow we’ll find out more about Cordelia Huntington.”

      When her eyes narrowed with obvious skepticism, he tugged her to him, kissing her. It was a much-needed diversion for them both. His tongue danced with hers, melting the chill of the night, and she relaxed in his arms. Her soft lips erased the awful memory of seeing that phantom with the rotting face in the garden.

      He clutched her harder, using her healing sensuality to rescue himself from the brink of madness. That’s what this was.

      Madness.

      It was insane to fall for a nosy American who was determined to write a dissertation on his family. Insane to think he could restore a castle when his workforce jumped at every shadow. But the worst part was that he’d seen things he couldn’t explain. The figure in the garden, the woman in the white dress who vanished over a cliff, and that vision in the drawing room.

      The shield of disbelief he erected as a small boy against the darkness and the monsters crumbled against the evidence there was more in the shadows than he wanted to believe.

      Ghosts do exist.

      When she wrapped her arms tight about his waist and sighed against his throat, he knew it was time to sleep. He lifted her into his arms, enjoying her feminine gasp of surprise as he set her down in his bed.

      When he straightened, his body blocked out the light from the window, shrouding Jane in darkness. Moonlight tread around him on cat’s paws, unable to reach her. An ancient primal fear rose within him at the sight of her, as though his soul recognized she was in danger.

      “Bastian?” She opened her arms to him, inviting him to join her. The fortress of stone guarding his heart shuddered and quaked against her sweet entreaty.

      “Hold me.” She waved her hands, begging him to move closer.

      The walls inside him crumbled like those of Jericho after a trumpet call. He climbed into bed and wrapped his body around hers. He buried his face in her wet hair, the peppermint-tea aroma of his shampoo became a new drug to his system.

      Am I lost? Can one lose one’s soul to another?

      “Yes…” The reply came back in a silvery voice, faded by death and centuries.

      Bastian’s eyes flew open, scanning the room for an intruder.

      It was empty, save for himself and Jane.
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      The following morning, Jane couldn’t believe she was staring at the most expensive car money could buy. An Aston Martin sat in the drive outside Stormclyffe’s front door.

      “That’s your car?”

      “You like it?” Bastian tossed the keys at her.

      They bounced off her chest and hit the ground with a heavy clink.

      “Like it? I think I want to steal it! No wonder you can’t go into town unnoticed.” She snatched up the keys and gazed at the Aston Martin with sheer lust. It was a model One-77, a gray, two-seat coupe. What person in her right mind wouldn’t like it?

      “You want to drive?” He pointed at the keys in her hands, the wind teasing his dark blond hair and playfully blowing it in his eyes.

      She wanted to hold onto this moment forever. The picture of him smiling, leaning one hip casually against a car almost as sexy as he was, with the sea behind him.

      In her hand she held the car keys, but it seemed like the keys to something more. A dream. Yet here she was living in a haunted castle and sleeping with a veritable sex god with a tender heart. Living a dream. It didn’t matter that Bastian hid that softness with an exterior of arrogance. She’d broken through to him, and the man beneath was unbelievable.

      I’m falling for him, and he could break my heart. What if, after all of this is over, he doesn’t want me? She’d never really known rejection until Tim. And once stung with that sort of pain, she couldn’t erase the phantom ache being abandoned left behind. If she fell in love with Bastian and he didn’t return those feelings, it would crush her. She wasn’t sure she could survive a second time. It was why she’d fought so hard to keep her distance, and yet it hadn’t worked. They’d been pulled together like a moon and planet, gravity knotting them into each other’s orbit. Inescapable. What would happen when they broke apart?

      “Are you well, Jane?” His graceful stride toward her was panther-like. He cupped her face, thumbs brushing away her tears. “Don’t cry. Please…” His voice was a gruff whisper. “Whatever is causing those tears, don’t think about it. This will all be over soon.”

      Her eyes shut, and he kissed her lips, holding her tight for a long moment.

      “I’ll drive,” he whispered.

      She nodded, desperately focusing on the research ahead of them. She had to forget that her time with him would end. That the irrevocable change he wrought within her would mark her forever as his, but she’d never have him. He’d said it himself. It would all be over soon. It meant he didn’t want her, not enough to ask her to stay. This was nothing more than a temporary fling, an intense hookup of two people under a lot of stress. No emotions, no feelings, just sex. And for him it would be over soon. The words were like iron nails in a coffin of the last surviving piece of hope her heart clung to that she could ever be in love with someone who loved her back. Never again.
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      An hour later, Jane and Bastian were holed up in an empty study room of the Weymouth library, with a huge stack of books on Stormclyffe and copies of the birth and death records from the surrounding parishes. They’d poured over every bit of history they could find about Bastian’s family including the wedding announcement for Richard and Isabelle and the birth record of baby Edward.

      After everything she’d experienced with the visions and the diary, she felt connected to the doomed lovers, and reading about their lives had made her heart clench. Such love and happiness—all of it ruined because of one woman’s jealousy and greed. Bastian had been there with her through the entire research, his fingers laced through hers. Every now and then he leaned over and pressed a kiss to her temple. He dug deeper and deeper into her heart, leaving her no hope of ever living without him in her life again, but she’d have to when he ended it between them.

      Bastian’s cell phone buzzed against the wooden library table. He picked it up and then looked at her.

      “A colleague of mine, an expert in Latin translations texted me what you wrote down.”

      Her heart gave a painful thump against her ribs and a knot of fear seemed to solidify in her stomach.

      “What did Cordelia’s words mean? It was a spell, right?” She knew it had to be.

      Bastian glanced down at the screen. “Let your heart be filled with darkness and shadows consume your soul. You belong to me for all eternity. All male heirs shall be mine.”

      “Whoa.” For a second Jane just let the words sink in. “That sounds like a spell to me. The part that worries me is the male heirs. It’s like she was marking your entire family, not just Richard. Every man since him has had some sort of tragedy. Lovers, wives, children of the heirs have all been lost tragically or horrifically.” The evidence was in those records she’d examined her first day.

      “If it is a spell, shouldn’t there be a way to break it?” he asked, frowning.

      “That’s what I was thinking.” Jane nodded. “But it’s not like Cordelia left us a handy little Guide to Being an Evil Witch lying around. We don’t know what we have to do to stop her.”

      “Or do we?” Bastian sat up straighter. “What once was broken must be mended. Maybe we have to fix the castle. It’s what my father tried to do; it’s what I’m trying to do. The need to fix it is almost bone-deep, Jane. Like I have to do it.”

      She pursed her lips and considered it. Fixing a castle? It didn’t seem like a logical way to break a curse, but then again, this was her first curse to break so she wasn’t sure how to go about it.

      “Let’s finish researching here, before we decide what to do about the spell. We still need to figure out more about her body after she died and how it ended up in your garden.”

      “Very well.” He thumbed idly through the pages of a book, then suddenly froze. He flattened the book open and spun it around for her to see.

      “Here.” He tapped a section.

      She read it aloud. “The year 1811 marked one of the darkest hours in Weymouth. The fifth Earl of Weymouth and his wife suffered tragic deaths. But theirs was not the only tragedy. Cordelia Huntington, daughter of a local gentleman in the village, mysteriously disappeared around the same night the earl died. Her body was never found, and she was presumed dead seven years later.”

      “What happened to her body?” He shut the book.

      “I don’t know. Someone had to have moved it from the castle. The question is who?” She slid back in her chair desperately trying to think. “I assume it was one of Richard’s servants. They would have seen two bodies in that room and probably disposed of Cordelia’s.” She closed her eyes, envisioning the scene again.

      “If they were anything like Randolph is to me,” he noted, “they might have wanted to keep scandal away from Richard’s family and taken Cordelia’s body and buried it in the garden.”

      Shuffling her papers and sliding them back into her bag, she turned to him. “That’s true. I just wish the articles on Richard’s body being found had mentioned who found him. None of them mentioned a person by name.”

      He rose. “I suppose I’ll have to figure that out some other way.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “You’re going back to London, Jane. You can take Richard’s diary with you. I trust you’ll mail it back when you’re finished?”

      “What—” He couldn’t just tell her to leave…not after everything they’d been through. She wouldn’t let him push her away from Stormclyffe or from him.

      “Go home, Jane. You have no place here. An American scholar and an English earl? We both knew this wouldn’t last, even though what we had was enjoyable.” The frown on his sensual mouth tugged at her heart. Was he pushing her away to keep her safe? The man would do something stupid and noble like that.

      “No. I don’t believe you, Bastian. You don’t have to push me away.” She reached for him, but he shoved back his chair and stood, his body too far away.

      “I’m not the marrying sort. I warned you that first day. But you never listen, do you? All you think about is yourself and your damned research. Well, I’ve given you everything. You can write your bloody thesis and go on your merry way. Leave me to deal with my family and my castle.” His tone frosted her heart, but when his words sank in, fire exploded within her.

      “Your family? I’m part of that family you arrogant jerk! I’m a Braxton. I have just as much right to be here as you do.”

      He arched one brow, the move subtle yet cynical. “All you have is a distant connection to the son of an innkeeper. Stormclyffe was never yours, will never be yours.” He paused. “This discussion is over. I’ll bring you back tonight, but Randolph will be taking you to the village first thing in the morning. You need to leave, Jane.”

      All fury fled and despair smothered her as she sucked in air. “But w—why?”

      For a brief moment, his richly colored eyes softened before they turned hard as stone again. “Because these are my family secrets. Whatever happens here is for my family to deal with, not you.”

      A treacherous tear streaked down her cheek, and she brushed it away. He was killing her. Tim leaving her, calling her crazy, that betrayal hadn’t been soul deep. Not like this.

      “You know I have a connection to Stormclyffe. To you. I can help you. We can do this together.”

      He took a deep breath. Struck the fatal blow. “You’ve been a lovely dalliance, Jane, but I don’t love you. Your purpose here is done, and there’s no more reason for you to stay. Take your books and go home.”

      She could have sworn that the sharp clatter in her ears was from the sound of her own heart lying shattered on the floor in a million glittering pieces as he walked past her and left the library. She covered her mouth with the back of her hand to stifle the sound of a sob. Choking, she swallowed it down but couldn’t stop the tears. She hated to cry, yet here she was, unable to control herself. Even after everything he’d done to her, she still loved him, and she hated herself for that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Bastian lay on his back listening to the quiet night of the castle around him. A pang continually throbbed in his chest. He couldn’t forget the look on Jane’s face when he’d told her he didn’t love her. She hadn’t said a word to him all day after that. She’d retreated to her room to pack and had asked Randolph to send her dinner in her room. His butler had looked down his nose at Bastian as he’d explained that the young lady would be leaving at first light. But Randolph didn’t understand. Jane had to leave.

      If all of this madness was real, then Jane was in danger. He’d sent her away for her own good. It wasn’t his fault that she’d believed all the lies he’d said to get her to leave. Because they were lies. He wanted her to stay here with him and never leave, but that wasn’t possible. It was up to him to fix this, and he couldn’t be worrying about Jane’s safety.

      With a frustrated groan, he rolled onto his side, trying to ignore thoughts of Jane and how he’d hurt her. He ought to be focusing on the problem of the witch and this curse. Who had moved Cordelia’s body from the study?

      With an irritated sigh, he slid out of bed. He needed to think.

      There was one place he could go. He donned his pants he’d flung over the back of a chair in his haste to get free of them.

      He reached the door, easing it open. His foot bumped into something on the floor. He bent down, hand searching in the dim light until it latched onto a book. When he straightened and examined it, an electric current shot through his hands again. This time it was almost painful.

      Richard’s diary. The book forced itself open and the pages flapped wildly before it snapped shut again in his hands.

      Movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention.

      At the end of the hall, shadows lengthened, forming the shape of a man in breeches and a white shirt. A man with haunted eyes and a scarred soul who looked just like the man in the portrait in Jane’s room and the one he’d seen in the ballroom after Jane had fled from him during their dance.

      Richard.

      The blood roared in his ears as he faced his dead ancestor. This was actually happening. He couldn’t deny what his eyes were seeing.

      The apparition raised a warning hand. “She comes. She comes for your beloved. When the last bell tolls beyond the fall of midnight, your love will die.”

      Bastian’s throat went dry. His mouth worked frantically to find words, but none formed. Jane was going to die? The terror that filled him in that moment eclipsed anything he’d ever felt in his life.

      “Beware the last bell.”

      The earl’s ghost flickered, then winked out, leaving the hall empty.

      “The last bell? Can’t you tell me more than that?” he demanded of the vanished apparition. There were no working bells at Stormclyffe. They’d all broken years ago. Without their clappers, they could swing in the wind for all eternity and never make a sound. Richard’s ghost was gone and didn’t answer his question. Maybe he should go to the tower and make sure. Yes, he would do that. The last thing he wanted was for one of the bells to start ringing. If he could stop it, he would.

      He headed for the drawing room, praying he wouldn’t meet with another ghost. The truth kept smacking him in the face, and he’d been too reluctant to believe before he’d experienced that vision in the drawing and watched Richard die. But now he had to face it. Ghosts were real, and they were in his home, threatening his Jane. He would do anything to protect her. Anything.

      He paused in the doorway of the drawing room and gazed at the painting of Isabelle. How like Jane she was, in face and form. But Jane wouldn’t die; she wouldn’t fall prey to the castle’s predatory history that had torn his own family apart, driven his grandparents from their home for the last fifty years. She’d be away from this place in the morning.

      “This is my home now. Do you hear me? Mine!” he snarled.

      Let the ghosts come. He would be ready. For what could spirits do to a living, breathing human?

      Nothing. He wouldn’t let them. Leaving the main part of the house, he climbed the winding stairs in the tower at the far east of the castle where the three bells hung. The wooden door creaked open as he shoved his body against it. Wind whipped against his chest and he had to force himself to leave the shelter of the doorway to reach the bells. They were three tall, unmoving silhouettes against the moonlit night. As he approached them, he had to lean out over the structure that housed them. Beneath him was a forty-foot drop into an almost well-like pit. He ran his hand underneath each of the three bells, feeling for a clapper or anything that could strike the bell inside to make it ring. None of them had anything inside. They couldn’t ring. That part of Richard’s warning would never come to pass.

      Sighing with relief, he turned away and headed for the half-open door to the tower that would lead him back down the circular stone stairway.

      Dong!

      The heavy ring of a bell tolled.

      He spun on his heel and stared at the bells he’d just left. The bell closest to him swung slowly. Tendrils of pale light wove around its base as it rocked back and forth.

      Dong!

      Blood roared through him, drowning out all sounds except that one ominous clang, and the one that followed.

      “Jane!” Without a second thought he ran, praying he wasn’t too late.
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      Jane woke to the sound of weeping. A quiet, ragged gasping that had her hastily dressing and looking about for the source of the sound.

      “Hello?” She nearly smacked herself in the forehead.

      Great. Smart, Jane. Way to try and talk to the creepy thing crying in the dark.

      It would have been easy to stay in bed, wait for Randolph to fetch her in the morning and take her away from this place and the man who’d just shattered her heart. But she didn’t feel safe waiting around for whatever it was making that noise to come and get her. Sometimes being on the offensive was a safer move than being a victim—at least that was what she told herself.

      She eased open the bedroom door and peeked out. The hallway was empty. Then she noticed the lights were moving, or rather the shadows were moving. Twisting, twining, coiling like phantom snakes, urging her to come toward them.

      The muscles in her legs twitched, and she jerked forward, walking without control.

      “No!” She struggled to regain control, but she couldn’t, something was moving her forward. Not again…please not again. Just like when she’d walked to the top of the north tower. This time though, she knew with an icy certainty that she was going to die. Bastian wouldn’t be able to save her, not this time.

      Around her the world went mad. The tapestries she passed began to tear in long strips, as though a giant creature dragged its claws through the woven cloth. They fell in pieces to the ground. Invisible claws raked against the stones, leaving stark-white gouges in the rock.

      If only she could scream, cry out for help. Bastian would have been able to hear. But there was no breath in her lungs, no ability to even gasp.

      “He can’t save you!” The screeching reply cut through her eardrums until she thought they might burst.

      Darkness swallowed her whole, stealing all control, all consciousness.
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      Jane slowly regained consciousness. Her gaze took in the gray waves smashing against the stones below. Her chest was smeared with blood. But she wasn’t hurt. It wasn’t her blood. She whipped her head about frantically and realized in horror that she wasn’t alone.

      The figure of her nightmares, the creature that haunted and hunted her, stood a few feet away, holding a white dove in her hand, blood upon her palms. The putrid smell of death and decay invaded Jane’s nostrils, making her eyes burn. Bits of flesh peeled away from the stark-white cheekbones of the monster’s face. Its lidless eyes were ruby red and glowing. Jane bit her tongue, tasting blood as she sucked back a scream.

      “You’re Cordelia, aren’t you? How are you even here? We removed your bones.” Fighting to breathe each word, she sagged back against the massive rock she clung to on the cliff’s edge.

      “Clever girl, too clever. Bones were only part of what kept me here. The curse I cast upon Weymouth and his family is still unbroken. I will exist so long as it does.” The terrifying creature laughed, and its horrible visage vanished, leaving only a lovely, golden-haired woman in a red cloak. It was as though the monster of her nightmares had never been.

      “Why did you kill Isabelle and Richard? Why couldn’t you just let them be?” They had been so happy, so in love, and this evil woman with her spells had destroyed them and every descendant afterward.

      “Why did I kill them?” Cordelia only smiled, her eyes diamond sharp and just as cold. “I was the one he should have married. I was the proper choice. Not some ill-bred spawn of an innkeeper. She was no better than a servant compared to me. I couldn’t let her live, not if I was to have Richard for my own.” She walked around the rock, carving a line into the stone with a sharpened fingernail. “The fool was too stubborn to see I was better, that I deserved the title of Countess of Weymouth. I’d trained for it all my life, was supposed to marry him. My father had given him permission to court me, but he threw it away on some harlot who spread her legs for him.”

      As Cordelia talked, tiny red sparks danced around her, like angry hornets.

      “So you succeeded, you killed them. Did you kill the maid, too?”

      The ghost turned wicked eyes on her, devilry lighting them up. “Oh yes. Little Nessy, she was too friendly with the young heir to Stormclyffe. I saw the way he looked at her, hungry eyes, hands aching to touch her. A servant! I took care of her. Made her hang herself.” Cordelia shut her eyes, a sinister smile curving her lips. “Such a lovely sound, when a neck breaks. Pop! Like snapping a twig. The only drawback is that death is instant. I would have loved for her to suffer.”

      Nausea rioted through Jane’s stomach at the thought of the poor housemaid. Randolph had been right, and Nessy was one more victim.

      “Now the last heir has come home.”

      “The last heir?” Jane was determined to keep that woman talking. Surely it could give her time to come up with a plan to escape. Or for Bastian to realize she was missing and find her.

      “Yes.” Cordelia’s smile was full of rotted teeth. “All I need is to claim one male heir for my curse to be complete. The others escaped me. None of them would surrender to my will, not even when I stole everything they loved from them. I killed countless children, lovers, wives, pets. Anything that held value to a Stormclyffe heir, I stole it away. But none of the men would give themselves over to me. Bastian is the last one. And he will be mine.”

      “Did you kill his father?” Jane asked. Part of her had wondered and needed to know.

      The witch smiled. “Oh yes. He thought he was so clever coming back here to mend the castle. But that’s not what needed mending. I appeared before him on the road, intending to stop him. He swerved away from me and rolled that metal beast into a ditch. His life was gone before I could steal his soul away.”

      Tears stung Jane’s eyes. Poor Bastian. It was a good thing he would never know the truth of his father’s death. Better that he think it an accident than part of the true curse on this place.

      “Why do you need Bastian? Why not leave him be?”

      “I must have him, you fool. He is the last chance for what I want: to lay claim to Stormclyffe as mine. If I own him, I own this castle. He’s more handsome than I’d hoped. Even more so than Richard.” Cordelia’s matter-of-fact announcement made Jane break out in a cold sweat. Cordelia was going to kill her. She was a threat to the ghost’s claim on Bastian.

      “What? No demand that he’s yours? That you have the right to live? How pathetic. I’m going to kill you, just like Isabelle. But I’ll push you far out, let you hit the water, break every bone in your body. You won’t die right away, oh no, you’ll drown while in intense agony. You will suck in the cold, salty water and perish. Then Bastian will be all mine.”

      “Like hell, you bitch! He won’t agree to be yours.” Where the rage came from, Jane didn’t know. But for a brief second, the ghost’s control over her weakened.

      “Silence! He will agree to give himself to me if he thinks it will save your life.” Cordelia snarled and cast the dove’s body over the edge of the cliff, speaking in language Jane recognized as Latin. What little power Jane had recovered was torn from her again.

      Her arms and legs belonged to Cordelia and her desires. The harsh pounding of the waves below was a siren’s song to Jane, demanding she spread her arms wide and leap.

      She clamped her fingers tighter around the boulder she leaned against. Her eyes closed instinctively, still resistant to the foreign power holding her in its grasp.

      In the safe darkness of her closed eyelids, twin flames burst before her, growing larger. A vision of horror filling her mind, enveloping her. The flames morphed into bloodred eyes with slitted pupils.

      “You will die…” The hiss slithered into her head and heart, its venom burning her from the inside out. “You will pay for coming here. He is mine…forever mine!”

      Jane screamed as invisible talons slashed her chest and face. She let go of the rock to clutch her cheeks. The world pitched around her, and the pebbles beneath her shoes slid. The wind tore the shout of terror from her lips.

      She dug her nails into the rocks and grass at the cliff’s edge but couldn’t catch a hold of anything. Her vision tunneled as the overcast skies winked out.

      “Today you die!” The earsplitting laugh was as sharp as a thousand nails dragged over metal. It was a sound of pain or death. A sound of pure evil.

      “No!” She gasped, her hands slipped free down a few more inches on the edge.

      This is what it feels like to die.

      The racing heart, the blood roaring in her ears. No last moments of regret, no thought of loved ones or better days. There was only panic, terror, and then acceptance. Like climbing the stairs in the dark and reaching the top, expecting one more step. Only to have that moment of confusion and fear as you expected to fall before your foot struck the wood.

      Bastian. His face filled her mind, the crooked grin he flashed her so often that made her knees buckle. The way he feathered kisses at her temples when he wanted an excuse to be close to her and knowing she adored it… She would never know such love again, and he would be alone. Her last sight would be the shrinking view of a cliff’s edge far above her.

      An explosion of light, followed by a shrill scream as piercing as a train whistle, cut through Jane as the lady in white appeared above her. Cold fury in her gaze, Isabelle looked at Cordelia and then leaped straight at Jane.

      Jane sucked in a breath. Something soft, like mist, settled over her skin, sinking in with a tingling warmth.

      “Let go, Jane. Let go,” Isabelle’s words were soothing, as though coaxing a babe back to sleep.

      “She’ll kill me, I can’t!” Jane gasped, her voice breaking.

      “Yes, you can. Trust me, Jane. Have faith. We must mend what once was broken. This is the only way. I’ve waited for you, centuries of waiting. Blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh, to have the strength to return and save us.”

      “Us?”

      “Richard and me. Both trapped, kept apart. Broken.”

      “I’m sorry, Bastian, I’m so sorry.”

      The wind was the only witness to Jane’s whispered apology as she let go.
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      Bastian reached the outcropping of rocks a few feet from Jane just in time to see her fall. The world slowed in that instant. The splatter of light rain plunked against the stones. A biting chill of wind burned his face, but all he saw was Jane.

      Light bloomed at the cliff’s edge. A silvery figure in a flowing white gown appeared, and without looking at him, dropped off the edge after Jane.

      “We can save them. Trust in me.” A deep voice jolted through him. He didn’t have to look away to know that Richard’s spectral form stood beside him.

      “I trust you.”

      In that second, Bastian felt something merge with him. A ramming of power deep into his soul, his heart, as Richard took over. He could feel the other’s presence in him, controlling every movement, every thought, but sharing it with him.

      “Isabelle!” It was Bastian’s voice but Richard’s words.

      Must save her. She must not die, not this time.

      Bastian moved the last few feet to the edge where he’d seen Jane, guided by Richard’s willpower as he dove onto his stomach, hand flailing out as he caught Jane’s wrist.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Something hard latched around Jane’s left wrist. The joint nearly snapped as she jerked to a halt. She gasped for breath and opened her eyes, hesitant to find her fate only delayed.

      Above her, Bastian strained to hold her and not fall over himself. A pearly light shined in the black dots of his pupils. An otherworldly presence.

      Inside her, Isabelle’s spirit leaped for joy, and Jane’s heart responded, pounding wildly against her ribs. They were two spirits united in her body. She’d let Isabelle into her, just as it seemed Bastian had let Richard into him. The ghosts were coming together because she and Bastian were holding onto each other. After two centuries of being apart, the lovers were touching through their descendants’ hands.

      So long, it’s been so long my love. Isabelle’s thoughts were heartbreaking and impossibly strong.

      “Isabelle, reach for my other hand! Quick!” The veins in Bastian’s neck stood out against his skin as he reached for her. Jane swung her free arm upward, and Bastian caught it, grunting in relief as he dragged her up and over the cliff. The second she cleared the edge, he fell backward, and she landed on top of him, their bodies locked in a fierce embrace.

      Jane knew what she had to do, as if something inside her whispered how to fix everything.

      “You’re afraid, Bastian. You’re afraid, and you’re pushing me away, but I know you care for me.”

      The wind whipped around them, lashing at them along with the sound of Cordelia’s shrieks. But a halo of brilliant light spread around them, keeping her at bay. She felt Isabelle leave her body, her presence instead enveloping Jane in a warm embrace.

      He shook his head wildly. “You have to leave here. Tonight. Now!”

      She took his face in her hands. “I love you, you arrogant jerk. You can’t change that; you can’t scare me off.” Her voice was calm. Soft. But he heard her.

      He turned away, squeezing his eyes shut as a grimace of pain crossed his features. “Jane, no.”

      She cupped his jaw, turned him toward her once more. She had to let go of her fear. To take a leap of faith and trust herself. “Bastian, I love you. And I know you’re afraid. But don’t be.” She traced her fingers across his forehead. Along his jaw. “Please, believe me. I. Love. You.” She emphasized those three words, refusing to let the howling winds drown them out.

      She felt the tension rock his frame as myriad emotions warred on his beautiful face. “I can’t. You have to go.” The fear, so stark in his eyes stilled her heart. They were both so alike, so afraid to get hurt, but they had to be brave. It was the only way.

      “Say it, say what you feel. The truth. That’s all we need between us. That’s all we ever needed.”

      A hint of surrender shimmered in his eyes, and the tension in his body vanished.

      “Do you always have to be so damned stubborn?” he growled and then leaned his forehead against hers. “I love you.” The press of his lips was soft but filled with fire.

      The halo around them coalesced into two points of brilliant light, which grew brighter and brighter, until they shot forward, directly into the heart of the beast that was Cordelia.

      “No!” Cordelia screeched.

      Above him, the witch’s ghastly form burst into an inferno, a scream of rage tearing from her gaping mouth. A second later she disintegrated in a black sulfurous explosion, quickly blown away by wind from the sea.

      “What happened?” Bastian gasped.

      Jane panted and struggled to speak. “The curse…it wasn’t about the castle. What once was broken must be mended. It was Isabelle and Richard. They’d been kept apart all these years.” She wiped away the sea spray that mixed with tears on her cheeks. “We’re their descendants. Our love brought them back together.”

      “Bloody hell, woman. Why didn’t we figure out it was just that easy?” he muttered somewhat sarcastically, his head dropping back to the ground. One of his arms settled on her back, his hand patting her once, before he left his palm to rest there.

      Too exhausted to laugh, she put her cheek to his chest, her whole body limp with relief. She wasn’t sure how long they lay like that, but she couldn’t readily break the feeling of security in his arms. Isabelle’s spirit still pulsed inside her, and the ghost took control again, forcing her to sit up.

      “Richard?” The name was rough on her lips, unexpected and raw.

      He sat up, the blue light in his eyes still bright as he reached for her, enfolding her in his arms.

      In that moment, four souls merged, connected and bathed in the light of each other. Jane couldn’t breathe, the feeling was exquisite, pure pleasure, joy, surging through her, with her, around her.

      “I’ve been so lost,” Isabelle murmured. “I couldn’t come home to you.”

      “Cordelia stole my dreams when she took you away.” Bastian’s arms banded tighter around Jane as Richard spoke through Bastian’s voice. “We’re lost no longer. My love…my heart.”

      Bastian dipped his head, his lips breathing life into Jane as the ghosts within them demanded one last kiss, one last second of mortality together. The love between Isabelle and Richard, that pure, undying devotion, was not foreign to Jane. Something like it had been growing inside her ever since she’d come face-to-face with Bastian. She loved him, loved him with a power and strength she had been so terrified to believe in at first.

      She wanted to weep from the loss when Isabelle slid free of her body. All of that love, that strength was gone in an instant, but just as quickly her own love for Bastian replaced it. She raised her head and met Bastian’s gaze. His eyes, no longer Richard’s, seared her with heat and something softer. She smiled through watery eyes.

      “I thought I’d lost you, Jane. When you went over…God, I don’t know what I’d have done if I hadn’t caught you.” His words were so rough he seemed barely able to get them out.

      There simply weren’t words to express how she felt. The joy at being alive, the love for him burning hot as molten lava inside her.

      It was madness. They were practically strangers. But she belonged to him, belonged with him.

      “Are you all right?” His melodic voice with that sexy accent made her blood heat.

      She nodded weakly. She cupped his face, relishing the way his stubble lightly scratched her palms. He was alive; she was alive. They were okay. “I’m fine. You?”

      “I will be as soon as I can get you back into bed and inspect every inch of you myself.”

      Damn. The man was sex on a stick. Especially when he flashed that boyish grin and his eyes turned all melty and bedroomy. She sighed. She had it bad.

      He chuckled, the sound soft and decadent, a veritable orgasm for her ears. It soothed her frayed nerves and pounding heart.

      “Do you think it’s over? No more ghosts?”

      She kissed his cheek and hugged him, breathing in the scent of his skin mixed with the sea air. “Yeah, I do. The air feels different.”

      All around them the breeze moved, the blades of grass rippled and the waves rolled in against the cliffs. The heavy pressure of doom didn’t layer the earth or burden the stones of the castle. Everything felt right.

      “Let’s get you back to the Hall.” He helped her to rise.

      She paused, looking back over the sea. Isabelle and Richard were back together, wherever they were, and Jane knew they were happy. How could they not be? All they’d ever wanted was to be together, in this life and the next. And they finally had that.

      If only she knew what to expect of her own life. After everything they’d been through, did he love her enough to ask her to stay with him? There was no more curse to keep them apart. Did she trust him with her heart? She wanted to with every fiber of her being.

      He cupped her chin and turned her face to his. He ran the pad of his thumb over her bottom lip, the most tender expression softening his eyes.

      “What are you thinking about?” He bent his head, feathering kisses along her jaw.

      Her knees buckled, and she gripped his arms. She should say something hopelessly romantic. But she wouldn’t make it too easy for him to seduce her. The man needed to learn to work for it. She grinned.

      “I’m wondering how on earth I’m supposed to write my dissertation. There’s no way I can explain anything that we’ve we learned or experienced. I guess I’ll go with my backup topic on Richard III.”

      She relished the sound of his responding laugh.

      “I can promise to take your mind off dissertation topics, at least for the next several hours.” He captured her mouth with a heady kiss, his tongue tangled with hers as he deepened it.

      When he released her mouth and threaded his fingers through her hair, she grinned impishly at him. “Only hours? How about days?” She waited anxiously to see how he’d respond.

      “Days? If we’re talking commitment, I’d like years.” He stole another searing kiss. “Or maybe a lifetime.”

      Her heart thumbed at the base of her throat. “Is that your way of proposing?”

      His lips curved in a slow seductive smile. “Perhaps I should write you a letter?”

      “As long as I don’t have to wait several months to figure out whether you actually meant it.”

      Her words had him dragging her into his arms, kissing her with all the fire and love she’d never thought she’d be lucky to have.

      When they turned back toward Stormclyffe, Bastian slid his hand down her arm to take her own hand, lacing their fingers. As they approached Stormclyffe, she spoke.

      “I suppose your gardener was wrong. He said that you coming here upset the balance between good and evil, but you fixed it.”

      He stilled, one foot raised above the first step leading up to the main castle door.

      “Gardener?”

      “Yeah,” she gazed at him, worried by the confusion on his face, “a handsome man in his early thirties. He was really superstitious. He warned me away from the cliffs when I first saw Isabelle.”

      “Jane, I never hired one. I only had a temporary groundskeeper who helped with the deer, and he was a very old man.”

      “Then who…?” Jane glanced over at the rose covered archway. A shiver slunk up her back, raising the hairs on her neck as she focused on her memory of the man’s features. He’d looked exactly like the man in the photo in Bastian’s study. His father. Why hadn’t she recognized him at once? She didn’t know the answer.

      Some things were best left alone.
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      “How do you feel…Dr. Seyton?” Bastian buried his face in Jane’s hair, kissing her.

      She laughed and turned in his arms, planting a nibbling kiss on his lips. “I like it when you call me doctor.”

      “Good, because I plan to call you that often. Earning your PhD is a big accomplishment. I’ve never been more proud of you.” He raised her left hand to his lips. The small, elegant sapphire surrounded by a ring of diamonds glittered on her ring finger.

      “And I have never been more proud to be with you, my lord.” She winked at him, but the teasing was only a mask for the intense surge of love she had for him and knowing she would soon be married to him.

      “Can you believe in a month it will be official?” she asked.

      He cupped her cheek, gazing down at her. “The day I call you mine cannot come soon enough.”

      “I’m already yours in every way that matters,” she assured him.

      The smile that curved his lips made her heart skip a beat. “Come. I want to show you something.”

      She followed him into the garden. Late spring had filled the castle grounds with an explosion of color and scents. Flowers bloomed, and birds chattered enthusiastically. Life was everywhere. She let her fingertips trail over the velvet petals of roses as they approached the old dovecote. He brought her to a stop and held her close from behind as he pointed to the top of the structure’s roof.

      A pair of doves peeked out from one of the holes. Their little heads bobbed as they studied the humans below. Then they emerged from the hole and perched on the thatch roof. Their white bodies snuggled close, and the small female buried her face in her mate’s neck. He nipped her gently.

      “How long have they been here?” she asked. Doves had returned to Stormclyffe Hall. Something inside her was both happy and yet sad at the same time.

      “A few days. They appeared, just after we returned from your graduation ceremony.”

      “Really?” She stared at the birds, her heart beating a little faster.

      The way the birds returned her gaze gave her an oddly familiar feeling. Her throat tightened.

      “I’m so glad Isabelle chose to bring me here…to you.” She covered his hands with hers where they rested on her shoulders.

      “Then I owe her everything.” He placed a lingering kiss on her temple.

      Love grew inside her like an oil lamp coming to life, burning steadily, shining through a storm of emotions.

      “I wish they hadn’t died, Bastian. They were so in love, had so much life yet to live and they lost each other.” It was the one thing that still haunted her. Isabelle and Richard had been robbed of the joy they deserved. It wasn’t fair. She would have given almost anything for them to have the happy ending they deserved.

      “I know, darling, I know,” he murmured. “I think,” he pointed to the doves, “that perhaps they have found a way to be happy.” He turned her to face him. All around them the sound of the sea and the birds calling out encompassed them. He watched her, his eyes rich with promises.

      “A love like theirs outlasts everything. A love like that…” His voice grew hoarse. “A love like ours…cannot die.”

      He bent his head, and she raised up on her toes to meet him in a kiss. Everything else faded away except that kiss, the love she felt, and the sweet coo of a pair of doves.
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        France, 1605

      

      

      Moire smiled at Ma and Lili as she kneaded a ball of bread dough. The pair stood across the counter from her working their own batches of the pliant mixture. A streak of flour coated Lili’s cheek, while Ma’s apron bore her handprints. Moire imagined she too must look a fright for when the baking was finished, she always did. “How many loaves are we to make this day?”

      “Nae too many. Six ought to do.” Ma flipped her dough, then began kneading it once more. “We’ve four loaves ordered. Two for the manor house, and one each for the inn and Mrs. Moreau. ‘Tis good to keep a couple extras at the ready.”

      The kitchen’s heat caused sweat to bead on Moire’s forehead, but she didn’t dare while it away. She blew out a breath as she continued working the dough, then glanced out the window. The sun was high in the sky, shining brightly on the village.

      “You should not complain, Moire.” Lili brushed a stray curl from her forehead leaving a fresh streak of white powder in her wake. “‘Tis lucky we are that so many of the villagers purchase our baked goods.”

      “I wasn’t complaining.” Moire peered at her twin. “Simply asking a question.”

      France had been good to her—to all of them. They’d built a pleasant home and a sustainable living here in the years since they’d fled Scotland. Da had his blacksmith shop and Aunt Ailis, who had become their mama years ago, supplemented the family’s coin by selling her breads and pastries.

      Furthermore, the villagers had been kind and accepting when Moire’s family settled here. Over the years, many had become their friends. She’d even begun a courtship with one of the town’s gentlemen. Bastien Roux had started calling on Moire a week prior, and she found herself rather taken with the handsome young man.

      Of course, she was not in love but believed with time the emotion could develop between them. A ghost of a smile turned her lips up at the thought. “In fact, I feel blessed.”

      Moire set the loaf she’d been working on aside and scowled at Lili as she reached for more flour. “I hope never to leave France.”

      “Indeed.” Lili’s expression faltered, her cheery disposition turning sour for a heartbeat. “Forget I said anything.”

      Moire grinned, satisfaction swelling within her. But trepidation followed in its wake. The way Lili faltered reminded her that not all was well.

      Lili had been on edge of late, claiming to feel anxiety and fear creeping into the village, and she’d not deny her own visions had increased. Likewise the girl’s brothers, Samuel and Lachlan had been experiencing anxious reservations. Lachlan never spoke much about his abilities, though he’d been even more reserved of late, which did not sit well with Moire. Samuel was the most concerning of the lot. He insisted the family should leave France, but failed to give any reason for his adamant requests.

      How she wished she knew what was afoot.

      She’d had three visions in the past sennight, but nothing that made sense. The first two were quick flashes of women she did not know in places she’d never seen. The most recent vision showed her neighbor woman. It was a tad more powerful and lasted a bit longer, but still made little sense to her.

      It was Moire’s neighbor, the widow Pierre, crouched in a dark corner weeping and pleading with someone. “No, please. You have it wrong. Please,” she’d begged. Then the vision faded away as quickly as it had come on. Moire exhaled a slow breath, pushing away the uneasy feeling threatening to steal her breath.

      “What’s the matter, Moire?” Lili dusted the flour from her hands as she pinned Moire beneath her sympathetic stare. “Do not try to hide it. I feel yer upset and I ken it’s naught to do with our disagreement.”

      Moire wasn’t the least bit surprised, for it was Lili’s gift to feel others emotions. She’d worked hard to suppress her worry and fear these past days in order to keep from alarming Lili, as well as Lachlan. There was nothing for it now. She’d have to be forthright. “I’ve been having visions.”

      Ma leaned closer across the counter, worry etched in the fine lines of her face. “Ye must tell us what ye’ve seen, lass.”

      “I am afraid there’s not much to tell. They have been more like quick flashes that do not reveal anything, but leave me with the feeling something bad is afoot.” Moire glanced toward the entrance of their cottage at the sound of the door creaking. “Da, ye are home…early.”

      Her stomach sank when Samuel and Lachlan strolled in behind him. The boys were born her cousins but had long since become her brothers. Both possessed their own special gift—or gifts, in Lachlan’s case, for he had all three. Samuel had the ability to see people’s colors—understand the intentions of their souls.

      Da strolled into the kitchen as Samuel closed the cottage’s heavy wooden door. “Lachlan had a vision.”

      “As did Moire.” Ma embraced Da, and he dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “She was just now telling Lili and me about it.”

      “What did you see?” Lachlan and Moire asked one another in unison, their voices echoing through the small room.

      A trickle of dread washed through Moire. “You first,” she said, then dropped into a chair, exhaustion taking hold of her. The day had already been long. Between the heat and her frayed nerves, she’d had more than enough for one day.

      Still, she needed to know what Lachlan had seen. Propping her fist under her chin, she turned her attention to him.

      A shrill scream permeated the room before he could speak, and Moire sprang to her feet. “What the devil?” She followed Da and Lachlan to the window where Ma, Samuel, and Lili quickly joined them.

      “So much fear,” Lili whispered, her voice shaking.

      Moire inhaled a deep breath, her gaze pinned to the scene unfolding outside. Her throat tightened in horror. Hands shaking, she braced herself against the window ledge.

      Two men had hold of the Widow Pierre and were dragging her kicking and screaming from her home. Moire swallowed hard, wishing to look away but at the same time unable to stop watching. She wanted to run into the street. To help the poor old woman. Demand the men release her. But all she could manage to do was stare.

      Samuel said, “And anger…their auras are burning red.”

      Lili turned away, covering her face with her hands. “She’s so afraid…so upset. Why are they taking her?”

      “She’s innocent…” Lachlan shook his head.

      Da wrapped his arm around Lili. “Come now, lassie.” He guided her to a chair and helped her to sit before turning to the others. “Lachlan, ye’d best be telling everyone what you saw now.”

      Samuel tugged on Da’s arm. “We should pack what we can and leave first. He can tell the lasses as we travel.”

      Ma wrapped her arms around Samuel and pulled him close. “Hush now.”

      Moire turned her full attention to Lachlan and nibbled her lower lip as she waited for him to speak. She’d wager his vision matched her own. Perhaps he’d envisioned the missing piece that would make what she’d seen make sense.

      He glanced at the ceiling, releasing a slow breath. “I saw that.” He pointed at the window. “Widow Pierre being accused of witchcraft and dragged away.” He balled his fists at his sides. “She’s nae a witch. Just a lonely old woman.”

      Moire swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I saw her too. In a dark, dirty place. She was scared and pleading with someone.”

      Da’s strong hand came to rest on Moire’s shoulder and she leaned her head against his arm.

      Lachlan shook his head. “I’m afraid Samuel is right. We canna stay here much longer.”

      Moire’s heart sank. She had no wish to leave France—to leave Bastien. She picked up her head, standing tall. “Why ever not? This is our home.”

      “We are more at risk than anyone else here.” Lachlan gave her a knowing stare.

      “Nae, we’ve been careful.” Moire straightened her back and notched her chin. “No one kens our secret.”

      “I saw Lili being dragged away in chains. Fire set to our cottage. Ma cryin’.” Lachlan shook his head. “We must go before my vision can come to pass.” He stared at Moire. “Ye ken as well as I that the only way tae stop it is tae change course.”

      “Me? But why?” Lili’s voice whispered through the room.

      Da looked to Ma. “I think the time tae be telling them what happened in Scotland has come.”

      Ma gave a firm nod. “Everyone sit.”

      Moire exhaled an exasperated breath as her family settled into place around the old wood table. “We already ken about Scotland.”

      A tear slid from Da’s eye as he shook his head. “Nae, not the full of it, Lass.”

      “You see,” Ma paused, taking Da’s hand in hers, “we didnae leave Scotland because we wished tae. We fled in order tae protect ye as well as ourselves.”

      “From what?” Lili turned wide eyes on Da.

      He brushed the stray tear from his cheek. “Yer Ma, God rest her soul, along with Samuel’s Da and Lachlan’s Ma, were accused of being witches.” His voice cracked with emotion and Lili rested her hand on his arm, rubbing small circles. “Yer dear Ma told me tae protect the wee ones,” he said as he glanced at the woman she now called Ma, “and yer Aunt Ailis.”

      Ma frowned, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “People did not understand their gifts any more than they would yers. Its why we taught ye tae keep them hidden. I do not ken how we’d be discovered, but Lachlan and Samuel are right. We must go.”

      Lachlan’s chair scraped the floor as he repositioned himself. “What of my Da?”

      “It’s all too sad.” Ma hung her head, her shoulders quivering. “The mob that came after yer Ma hit yer Da so hard he never had a chance.” Sniffling, Ma raised her head to meet Lachlan’s gaze. “Perhaps it was a blessin’, for he escaped the torch.”

      Moire’s heart thundered. Her ma had been burned—accused of being a witch… Murdered.

      She wanted to scream, to run, to forget all she’d been told. She’d known her Ma died along with the others, but she’d always been told it was an accident. Nothing more. She clenched her hands in her lap and stared at Da. “And now the same fate is to befall us?”

      “Nae.” Samuel stood. “No one has come yet. We must leave before they do.”

      Ma nodded as she rose to her feet. “Quickly now. Take only what ye must, and nothin’ more than ye can carry.”

      Lili stopped halfway across the kitchen, turning back toward their parents. “Where are we tae go? Spain as the others have?”

      “Nae,” Da shook his head, “We will travel tae the coast by foot, then board a ship for England.”

      “Now hurry.” Ma waved her hands toward the kitchen door.

      Moire raced after Lili, entering their bedchamber directly behind her. Neither wasted time talking as they stuffed what they needed into valises. Her task complete, Moire stood near the door watching Lili. Her sweet sister shook from head to toe as she packed her bag. Was this to be the way of things for the rest of their lives? Always hiding their gifts? Waiting for the day they would have to leave everything behind again? What of their future children?

      Moire closed her eyes against the thoughts and emotions sweeping through her. There were many things she could not control, but she made her mind up in that instant. God as her witness, she would control the things she could.

      She’d make sure not to pass on her gift, ensure that her children would not share her worries. Moire would never marry. Never have a family of her own.

      “Moire.”

      She opened her eyes to find Lili standing beside her, valise in hand. “Are ye ready?” Moire asked.

      Lili nodded and moved past her, then pivoted to face her and stopped. “What were ye thinking about a moment ago.”

      “That I will never marry.” Moire said.

      Lili tilted her head ever so slightly. “But of course ye will.”

      “Nae, I will not. For I refuse to bring children into such a cruel world.” Moire squared her shoulders, notched her chin. “I will not subject an innocent bairn tae any of this.” She waved her hand at the space around them. “Not have them worry over their safety or mine.”

      Lili stared at her, sympathy filling her crystal blue eyes. “I understand, though I hope ye reconsider someday.”

      “I shan’t. Not ever.” Moire shook her head firmly. “‘Tis not a gift we have. “‘Tis a curse.”

      Lili sighed. “Yer wrong, and someday ye’ll ken it.”

      Moire shook her head as she followed Lili out of the room. She didn’t ken what life would be like minutes from now, but she was determined to follow her own course. She’d lead a solitary life. That of a spinster—alone and unable to pass along her curse. She’d not have blood on her hands.

      Nothing would persuade her otherwise.
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      The hot summer sun beat down on Moire as she made her way through the crowded London streets. All around her she could hear the calls of street peddlers, the shuffling of skirts and feet, the pounding of hooves, and the creaking of carriage wheels, but she didn’t dare make eye contact with anyone.

      Her sweaty palms were making it hard for her to maintain a grip on her basket as she continued down the street. She wiped her palm on her skirt, then shuffled the basket into her dry hand before wiping the other. Most of the time Moire stayed within the safety of her home. She hated the risk of going out—the constant fear of discovery.

      When Ma insisted Moire make delivery of their baked goods, she did her best to see the task completed quickly. Moire did not chat with anyone, nor did she make eye contact when it could be avoided. She wasn’t rude, she simply did not make unnecessary efforts to be friendly. The risk was far too great that someone would discover her secret—and if her past had taught her anything, it was just how deadly her gift could be.

      Relief swept through her as she opened the door to her home and stepped inside. Here she needn’t worry overmuch. Her siblings had special gifts as well, and her parents always protected them. They’d been taught to hide their abilities from the outside world, but never to be afraid or ashamed of them. She was free to be herself inside of these walls—free to breathe easy around her family.

      Moire strolled into the kitchen and set her basket down. Her gaze caught Lili’s, and the joy radiating from her sister caused Moire to smile. “Ye look overjoyed, sister.”

      “I am nearly bursting with it.” Lili’s grin widened.

      Ma dusted her hands on her apron. “‘Tis a happy day indeed.”

      “What have I missed?” Moire asked.

      Lili cast a glance at Ma before turning back to Moire. “William has asked for my hand.” Her smile widened as she continued, “and I’ve accepted. We’re tae be wed.” She beamed, scooping Moire’s hands into hers. “Isna wonderful news. I’m tae be Mrs. William North.”

      Moire’s throat threatened to close as she uttered, “Wonderful.”

      In truth, it was disastrous news. Not that she begrudged her sister happiness, love, or a family of her own, but this meant that another—a person outside of their family—would learn their secret. What if Mr. North could not be trusted? Beads of sweat broke out on Moire’s forehead and her hands began to shake.

      “The color has drained from yer face.” Ma gave her a glass of water then steered her toward a chair. “Sit.”

      “She’s afraid,” Lili said, “I can feel the fear radiatin’ from her.” She sat next to Moire and turned sympathetic eyes on her. “Dinna be. William is a kind and understandin’ man. He kens I feel deeply and says I am all the more special for it. Oh, please, do be happy for us.”

      Moire took a drink of the cool water. She wanted to be supportive, to celebrate her sister’s joy, but could not shake her growing trepidation. Accepting Lili’s gift only meant that he loved her, but did his feelings run deeply enough to shield them all?

      “Have ye reason to react as ye are?” Ma asked, worry in her sky-blue gaze.

      “Nae.” Moire shook her head. “‘Tis only my own worry over our safety.”

      “Ye needn’t fret. Mr. North comes from a good family. He’s honorable, trustworthy, and in love with our Lili. He’d not be doin’ anything to harm her,” Ma said.

      “I ken that.”

      Lili sighed. “Then be happy for me.”

      Moire ignored the pounding of her heart, the memories of all that had happened to her family because of their secret, and forced a small grin. “I am, Lili. Truly, I am. ‘Tis only my fear of discovery dampenin’ my joy.”

      Moire had spent much of her life hiding her gift and resenting its very existence. On more than one occasion, the special abilities of her family had caused them grief. First when her Mother, aunt, and uncle were accused of being witches and burned at the stake. Then again when the family had been forced to flee from France to London. Where would they go if trouble found them again?

      Would they be able to escape the fate dealt to their Mother and her siblings? Perhaps the day would come when there’d be nowhere new to run to. They would be cornered. Moire drew in a shaky breath, willing herself to calm down.

      She had worked too hard to hide—not only her ability to see the past and future but also herself—to be found out now. All Moire wished for was a quiet and safe existence. She wanted as much for her whole family, but she must find a way to accept that Lili wished for more. Come what may, Moire had to support her sister.

      “Ye mustn’t allow fear tae rule ye, lass.” Ma patted her shoulder. “Open yer heart, allow others in. Ye deserve happiness too. Yer Ma would have wanted as much for ye.”

      Moire nodded her head as if she agreed, but in truth, she knew she would never follow the well-meaning advice. She’d vowed never to wed and held as steadfast to her oath today as she did when she’d made the vow. “Let’s not dwell on me. Ye’ll make a bonny bride, Lili. When is the ceremony tae take place?”

      Lili’s blue gaze sparkled with merriment as she stared at Moire. “We’re tae have an engagement party tomorrow, then once the banns have been read, we’ll marry in the church. We do not wish to wait overlong.”

      Moire smiled at Lili then turned to Ma. “She’ll be needin’ a new dress.”

      “Aye.” Ma agreed. “Once we’ve finished our bakin’ we’ll begin workin’ on one. I was thinkin’ we could refashion her blue dress with bits of lace and pearl.”

      “I do so love that one.” Lili retrieved her apron and tied it around her trim waist. “‘Tis all so excitin’, I fear I may burst with joy.”

      “Indeed.” Moire joined Ma and Lili at the counter then set to work on a batch of biscuits. She put all of her energy and focus into her baking, ignoring the needling fear that continued to prick at her.

      Moire shaped the biscuits and placed them in the oven. How she wished Lachlan was here. He’d be able to either reassure her or convince the others that disaster loomed. He often had visions that she did not and vice versa. Between the two of them, they rarely missed a thing of importance. Surely if trouble did stand beyond their door, Lachlan would write to warn them.

      She would have to let her trepidation go and focus on what was most important—Lili. Moire glanced at her sister and her heart swelled with joy despite the fear assaulting her. Lili truly would make a bonny bride and a fine wife as well. She deserved a loving husband and children—they all did. Nonetheless, ‘twas a risk Moire would never allow herself to take.

      She chased all thoughts from her mind and focused on her work as Ma and Lili chatted about the impending wedding and all that must be done.

      By the time Da and Samuel returned home from the blacksmith shop, Moire’s fingers hurt from kneading and shaping the dough. They had baked everything from bread to pies in preparation for the engagement party.

      Ma moved to the wash basin and untied her apron. “Let us clean up and greet yer Da.”

      Moire wiped her sticky hands, then piled biscuits into a wicker basket while Lili removed the last loaf of bread from the oven.

      “There’s my lasses.” Da strolled into the kitchen and set a bundle wrapped in brown paper on the table. “‘Tis for ye, Lili.”

      He wrapped Ma in his arms and dropped a kiss on her lips, then looked back at Lili. “Open it, lass, what are ye waiting for?”

      Moire studied Lili as she carefully unwrapped the bundle, revealing a pile of blue and cream damask shot through with silver threads. Lili stroked her fingers across the material before smiling at Da. “‘Tis beautiful.”

      “We canna send ye to yer husband in rags, now can we?” Da winked.

      “None of us wears rags.” Ma playfully swatted his arm and Da chuckled.

      Moire came up next to Lili and lifted the fabric off the table to hold it by Lili’s chest. “Look at how it matches her eyes. Ye’ll be the most stunning bride there ever was by the time we’re done with ye.”

      Da grinned. “Aye, she will. Our little Lili is all grown up.”

      Ma pulled away from Da and wrapped her arms around Moire and Lili. “Indeed. Both of our bonny lasses have grown into fine women. Now let us get to work on Lili’s gown. We haven’t much time.”

      Moire’s panic resurfaced as Ma led her and Lili from the kitchen. How the devil was she to get through the engagement party, or the wedding for that matter, when she could not manage to push her worry aside while in the safety of her home?

      Lili squeezed her hand and whispered, “Have faith, all will be well.”

      Moire squeezed back, hoping with all she had that Lili was right.
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      The baron and baroness spared nothing for Lili and Mr. North’s engagement party. A group of musicians played for the guests, refreshments had been laid out beneath a tent, and lawn games were spread out upon the grass. Tables, mats, and chairs had been set up around the perimeter of the yard for those wishing to relax in lieu of dancing or playing.

      Moire wished to do none of it. She longed to return home as she peeked out from her sheltered spot beneath the willow tree.

      Everywhere she looked, Moire saw people enjoying the occasion. Ladies strolled on the arms of men, their bonnets shading them from the sun. Children played games, tossing hoops and balls across the lush green grass behind Mr. North’s family home. Older ladies and gentlemen sat upon mats and blankets under sprawling shade trees, and younger couples danced in the middle clearing surrounded by flowering hedges.

      Moire caught Lili within her gaze and grinned. Her sister tossed her head back, a wide smile lighting her features as Mr. North twirled her about the lawn. Part of Moire wanted to be as carefree as her sister. She did wish to feel the sun warm her as she laughed and danced, but it was not a risk she could allow herself to take. She was far better served hiding herself away.

      “Hello.” A deep male voice invaded her hiding place.

      Moire’s stomach clenched as she turned toward the intruder. Thus far she’d been able to avoid most of the guests by sequestering herself away on a bench shielded by a large tree. She’d hoped her hiding place would remain a secret, but alas, it was not to be. She drew in a breath and straightened her spine. “If ye would be so kind…,” her words faded as her gaze collided with his. A vision of him slammed into her.

      The sky turned dark, wind whipping around her. Party guests scattered, seeking shelter as the first crack of lightning split the sky. Moire ran toward the house. Then a loud pop and snap filled the air. She paused and looked back just in time to see a branch fall and crush the strange man who’d just appeared before her.

      “Miss, are you alright?”

      Moire nodded, not wanting to give anything away. She tipped her chin, studying the sky. Dark clouds were indeed gathering on the horizon. Her pulse quickened as she looked back at the green-eyed stranger with his dark hair and wide shoulders. She had to save him, but how? She couldn’t very well warn him—not without giving away her secret and thereby putting herself and her family in danger. Nor could she insist everyone go inside.

      “Miss?” he said again, his expression wary. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      Moire swallowed past the lump rising in her throat. “Nae. Pay no mind tae me.”

      “Are you certain? Something seems to be bothering you and I may be able to help if you allow me to.”

      She smiled at the irony of him offering her help when it was his life in danger. “I’m perfectly fine. Ye took me by surprise is all.”

      He stepped closer and held out his hand. “Thomas Astley, a friend of Mr. North.”

      “Pleased tae meet ye, Mr. Astley.” Moire placed her hand in his and he dropped a kiss on her knuckles. Her skin warmed and tingled at his touch, but she ignored the sensation. There was no time to waste mooning over some man she’d never become better acquainted with—and certainly not in a romantic way.

      He straightened, meeting her gaze with a smile. “Please, call me Thomas.”

      “Very well, Thomas.” Moire stood and brushed her skirts. “Excuse me, but I must be going.” She turned and ducked out from behind the shelter of the willow.

      “Wait.” He called after her.

      Moire looked over her shoulder. “I canna.”

      “Your name?” he called after her as she darted off across the lawn. Moire did not dare look back, nor did she slow her pace. She had to find Ma or Da and tell them what she’d seen before it was too late to save Thomas. She shook her head and corrected herself. Mr. Astley—not Thomas. They were not to be close friends and therefore using his given name was entirely inappropriate.

      Moire glanced at the sky as she continued toward the gathering of people. Clouds skirted across the vast area, snuffing out the sun’s rays as a gust of wind blew her skirts. Her heart pounded fiercely as she scanned the crush of people for her parents. They were not to be found. Nor was Lili or Mr. North. Panic rising, she searched the crowd. Not one familiar face.

      Moire came to rest leaning her back against the sturdy trunk of a lime tree, her chest heaving as she sucked in panting breaths. Where the devil had everyone disappeared to? And what was she to do now? The storm was upon them. At any moment the sky would break open.

      “Everyone inside. There’s to be tea in the parlor.” A servant in full livery stood near the doors leading into the well-appointed room.

      Moire sighed her breath heaving, chest pounding. Her vision was coming to fruition. She pushed away from the tree, stepping out toward the house. Most of the guests were strolling toward the large French doors at the back of the stone mansion.

      The sky opened up, sending the first drops of cool rain to the ground, and guests started running for the door. At any moment, lightning would strike.

      Until Mr. Astley was safe, Moire would stay outside. She rooted herself in place and searched for him. Her gaze darted from tree to tree as she hoped she’d not spot him near a single one. The scent of rain filled her nostrils as the wind whipped her dress and caused her hair to dance at the nape of her neck and temples.

      A chill shot through her. It would not be long now—not long at all.

      Moire’s searching gaze lit on Mr. Astley. Her heart hitched, breath catching. He was halfway across the lawn, standing under an oak tree. Leaning lazily against it, his legs crossed at the ankles and head tipped up toward the grey sky. The blasted man seemed to be enjoying the weather.

      A roll of thunder reverberated through her as fat drops of water poured down from the menacing clouds. Gathering her courage as well as her skirts, Moire raced toward Mr. Astley. Pray, let her make it in time. She kept her gaze trained on him, all the while racing in his direction. Her legs burned with exertion as she drew near, but she didn’t dare slow her pace.

      Lightning split the sky as her body slammed into his. Moire gripped his coat, the two of them tumbling to the ground and rolling across the lush grass. She squeezed her eyes shut at the precise moment a loud crack of thunder split the air.

      The ground beneath her vibrated with the impact of the branch slamming into the yard. Moire released a breath, then opened her eyes to find Thomas staring down at her, amusement and gratitude shining in his eyes.

      “I’m…” Her words faded.

      “You saved my life.” He pushed himself into a sitting position and nodded toward the branch. “That would have crushed me.”

      Moire swallowed her gaze following his indicated direction. Not more than a foot from where they lay, a branch with the girth of a grown tree and the length of a bedchamber now rested upon the grass. Had she waited even a few more seconds to act, he would have been killed. They both may have perished beneath the branch’s weight and impact.

      Mr. Astley stood and reached out a hand. “You are in shock. Let me help you inside.”

      She supposed shock may be one word for what she was feeling, though relief, anxiety, and fear were more prominent. She glanced toward the house to find a group of guests huddled near the doors staring at them. Heaven help her. Moire took Mr. Astley’s hand.

      A stab of white-hot pain shot through her ankle and up her leg. “Ouch.” Moire sank back to the ground.

      Mr. Astley’s eyes widened as he stared at her. “You’re hurt.”

      “My ankle. ‘Tis throbbing.” She reached for it.

      Before she could say more, lightning flashed again and Mr. Astley scooped her into his arms. “Relax. I will take care of you.”

      Thunder and lightning rocked the landscape. Rain pelted her exposed skin. Moire resisted the urge to object and burrowed her face against his shoulder as he carried her toward the house. Oddly, her body relaxed against him. Heat radiated between them, calming her. Moire did not fight the sensation, but instead, she gave herself over to it—to him—relishing the contact.

      “Almost there.”

      Rather than try and speak, Moire simply gripped his shoulders a bit tighter, his warmth and strength lending her comfort. She knew better than to allow such vulnerability but found herself powerless to stop it. One stolen moment would not ruin her. It would not make her change her mind.

      Mr. Astley stepped into the house through the crowd of onlookers. He paid them no mind as he strolled across the parlor. Coming to a chaise, he gently laid Moire down, then propped her foot on a pillow before turning toward the guests. “She needs a doctor, something warm to drink, and a blanket.”

      “Straight away, sir.” A servant answered, then sped from the room.

      “I’m a doctor.” An older man with graying hair and spectacles began walking toward her.

      Moire turned her head, searching for her family. They were still nowhere to be seen. She met Mr. Astley’s worried gaze. “Can ye find my Ma and Da?”

      He gave a nod and signaled to a servant. “Locate Mr. and Mrs.…” He turned to Moire, one brow raised.

      “Noble,” she supplied.

      “Yes, Noble.” Mr. Astley dusted his fingers across his coat sleeve. “Tell them to come at once.”

      The servant gave a nod, then bowed before leaving the parlor.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you?” Mr. Astley asked.

      “Nae.” Moire smiled. “Ye’ve already done plenty.”

      “Nonsense. You saved my life. I owe you a great debt.”

      Anxiety bloomed afresh. Moire had taken a monumental risk by saving him. The last thing she wished for now was notoriety. It would be best if the events were forgotten. She shook her head. “Nae. Ye owe me nothing. ‘Twas dumb luck is all.”

      “Is that so?” He raised a questioning brow.

      The doctor reached her side before she had time to reply, and she was grateful for it. Moire turned her attention to the older gentleman.

      “I’m Doctor Thorn. Where are you hurt?”

      “My ankle.” Moire pointed toward her propped up leg. “I think it’s twisted.”

      “Perhaps.” The doctor moved to the end of the chaise. “I’ll have to examine it to know for sure.”

      Moire nodded as he began lifting the fabric of her skirt to reveal the injury. She winced when he ran his hand over the bones, her silk stocking doing nothing to buffer the pain of his touch on the injury.

      “It’s swollen, and I can see a bruise forming through your stocking. However, I do not feel a break.” The doctor slowly moved her foot, pointing her toes toward her chest.

      “Ouch!” Moire jerked, pain spiraling up her leg.

      “My apologies, Miss, but I must be certain that it is not fractured.”

      Moire squeezed her eyes shut against the throbbing and gave a nod. The hot stabbing pain shot up her leg again as he tipped her foot back. She focused through it, willing herself not to faint.

      The doctor ran his hands over the bones once more. “You have a sprain. Unfortunately, it is of the severe variety and will take some time to heal.”

      She unclenched her teeth, then released a breath, grateful to be done with the exam. “Thank you, Doctor.”

      “You will need to stay off of the ankle for some time. Perhaps a week or two.” He gave a sympathetic smile, his eyes warm. “It depends on how quickly you heal.”

      “What happened to ye, lass?” Da’s tone was laced with concern as he came to kneel beside her. “We were told tae come at once.”

      “Your daughter has a severe sprain. I was just telling her she must rest the ankle—”

      “We ken what to do for her.” Ma rested a hand on Da’s shoulder and gazed at Moire. “Thank ye, doctor.”

      The older man nodded. “Very well.”

      “Let us get ye home,” Da said.

      Moire gave a weak smile. There was nothing she wanted more at present than to escape from beneath the studying eyes of the guests. She pushed herself up and swung her legs over the edge of the sofa.

      “Wait.” Mr. Astley held up a hand.

      Moire met his gaze, her pulse speeding.

      “You canna walk.” Lili reached out to still her.

      “Lili.” Moire froze before her feet hit the carpeted floor. In all of the commotion, she’d not noticed that her sister entered the parlor. “Do not let me spoil yer day. There’s no need for ye tae fret.”

      “Nonsense.” Lili shook her head and drew closer. “Yer hurt and I mean to help ye.”

      Mr. Astley stepped into her path. “I will carry Miss Moire to your carriage.”

      Moire’s eyes widened, her stomach fluttering. How she would enjoy the comfort of his arms—his heat and male strength—but she didn’t dare indulge again. “That is not necessary. Da can help me.”

      Ma patted her hand as she looked to Mr. Astley. “Thank you for the offer, Mr.…”

      “Astley,” Moire said.

      Ma nodded. “Mr. Astley, we will take care of her from here.”

      Da lifted Moire from the chaise, then turned to Lili. “Come along, lass.”

      Mr. Astley followed them from the parlor to the front entrance. As they waited for their carriage he came to stand beside Da, his attention focused on Moire. “May I call on you tomorrow? To ensure that you are alright?”

      Moire glanced at Lili who gave an affirmative nod. Despite her sister’s prompting, Moire did not wish to encourage a friendship or anything else for that matter. He seemed to be a fine man, and she’d not deny that she felt an attraction to him, but she was not available. It would be unfair to them both if she allowed anything to blossom between them.

      She returned her attention to Mr. Astley. “That is not necessary.”

      “Perhaps not, but it will make me feel better to know that you are healing.” His green eyes swam with concern as he studied her. “Just a short visit?”

      Moire sighed, too tired from the events of the evening to continue her denials in the face of his persistence. “Very well then.”
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      Thomas looked up from the ledger on his desk as William entered the office. “Good of you to come.”

      William chuckled as he relaxed into an armchair. “Do not act cross. You know full well I’ve been busy.”

      William had spent less and less time at the inn since he and Lili had become engaged. While Thomas missed having him around more often, he was also pleased for his friend and business partner. Lili was a fine girl and she clearly made William happy. Still, he could not resist jesting. “Tell me, have you chosen your gown and flowers?”

      “Aren’t you comical this afternoon?” William flicked a piece of lint from his jacket.

      Thomas leaned forward. “In all seriousness, how are the wedding plans coming along?”

      “Very well. At this point, there is nothing left to do but wait for the ceremony.” William grinned. “Then I get to take my bride home.”

      “Ah. The most important part of the whole business.” Thomas winked. “Just be sure you take the right one. It’s deuced hard to tell the Noble girls apart.” When Thomas had first come upon Moire at William and Lili’s engagement party, he’d mistaken her for Lili—but only for a moment. There were slight differences in the way she spoke and held herself that set Moire apart from her twin.

      “On the contrary, it is quite easy. Only Lili’s eyes light up at the sight of me.” William reached for the ledger on the desk. “Now let us get to business. How are we faring?”

      Thomas chuckled and gave a nod. “Rather well, as a matter of fact. Our ale and food sales are up over last month.”

      William flipped a page and studied the numbers recorded there. “And I see we have kept most of our rooms filled.”

      Thomas relaxed back in his chair. Business had been strong and everything was in order. He was confident William would find nothing amiss. “It’s been a strong month. God willing, the trend will continue as we head into autumn.”

      “You get ahead of yourself. Spring has only been upon us for a short while.” William plopped the ledger back onto the desk. “Enjoy our good fortune.”

      Thomas always thought to the future, while William lived for the day. A fact that often irritated Thomas, though he also believed their differences made them good business partners. William was more willing to take risks and often persuaded Thomas to go along with his ideas. However, when the risk was too big or showed no indication of paying off, Thomas put a stop to William’s plans. As a result, their inn was among the busiest and most respected in London.

      “And before we know it, summer will be giving way to autumn. I prefer to be prepared for the change.” Thomas retrieved a stack of papers, looked at them, then handed them to William. “I put in orders for ale and commodities last week. I also commissioned a replacement for the broken chair in room three.”

      “You seem to have things well in hand.” William scanned the receipts, then nodded. “Is there anything that requires my attention?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      “Perfect.” William handed back the papers and arose. “I am off to call on Lili.”

      Thomas stood, a grin pulling at his lips. “As it happens, I planned to pay a call on Miss Moire today.”

      “Then let us be on our way.” William turned and strode from the room.

      Thomas followed him down the hall and through the lobby, giving a nod to their desk clerk as they passed. When they stepped out of the inn, Thomas stopped. The flowerbed along the front of the building caught his eye, and he stooped down to pluck a bouquet of the yellow flowers for Miss Moire. When he stood back up, William was staring at him with one brow arched.

      “What? She saved my life. The least I can do is bring her a bouquet.”

      “Hum.” William began striding down the sidewalk. “I missed that excitement as we were busy signing nuptial agreements at the time. How exactly did she save you?”

      Thomas strolled beside him, the bouquet held close to his side. “Everything happened so fast. One minute I was watching the storm roll in and the next I was lying in a heap on the lawn. Miss Moire in my arms. Somehow she knew I was in danger and pushed me out of harm’s way, sending us both tumbling across the grass.”

      “You’re lucky she saved your sorry arse.” William chuckled as he stepped around a street urchin peddling apples for coin.

      “Odd though. Isn’t it?” Thomas glanced at William. “I mean, how did she know?”

      “Do not go overthinking things.” William clapped him on the shoulder. “Just be glad for your good luck.”

      Thomas released a breath as they turned off the busy stretch of road and onto a residential street. He was very glad indeed for her intervention, though he could not help but wonder at it all. Something about the woman, even before she saved him, had ignited his curiosity.

      She was a beauty, and he found it a bit odd that she’d chosen to hide beneath the willow tree at her sister and William’s party, but…

      There was simply no explanation for her having the foresight to save him. No one could have known that the branch would come down. Certainly not before it snapped. And yet, she clearly had.

      Thomas glanced at William, his brow furrowed. “She was sprinting toward me before the branch even snapped off.”

      William shook his head. “Maybe she was coming to chase you inside. After all, only a daft man would stay out in weather such as that.”

      “Perhaps you have the right of things.” Thomas kicked at a stray stone on the walkway. Miss Moire’s reasons did not signify overmuch. In truth, he wished to know her better regardless of why and how the events of the previous day had occurred.

      Thomas took a moment to dust off his trousers and straighten his coat while William knocked on the door. A moment later, Mrs. Noble opened it and ushered them inside. The kind older woman greeted them, then showed the men into a sitting room where Miss Moire and Miss Lili were already waiting.

      “You have company, lasses.” She turned to Thomas and William, her eyes sparkling and a smile lighting her face. “Do make yerselves comfortable.”

      “Thank you.” Thomas offered a smile before going to Miss Moire’s side. He extended the cluster of daffodils to her. “I thought these might brighten your day.”

      She smiled, her blue eyes warming a fraction. “They are beautiful.” She lowered her nose to the yellow petals and inhaled, her chest rising. “Thank ye for bringing them.”

      “They are hardly sufficient after what you did for me.” Thomas took a seat in the wingback chair across from her, noting the way she averted her gaze at his words of gratitude. It was as if she were bashful, though she did not strike him as the type. In fact, she’d been rather forthright the previous day. Why would she be embarrassed about rescuing him now when she’d wholeheartedly plowed into him yesterday?

      He studied her, waiting for her to look at him. When several heartbeats passed and her focus remained elsewhere, he said, “I owe you a great debt.”

      Mrs. Moire shook her head, her blonde hair shining in the light pouring through the leaded glass window behind her. “Ye owe me nothing.”

      “I disagree.” Thomas glanced across the room, needing a moment to collect his thoughts. Miss Moire affected him more than he’d like to admit. She was not only pleasing to look at but also humble and sweet. He should very much like to know her better.

      Lili stood to meet William. “I’ve missed ye, my love.”

      “And I you.” William brought her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles.

      Mrs. Noble cleared her throat, bringing everyone’s attention back to her. “I’ll be in the kitchen should ye need anything.” She went to Miss Moire and reached out a hand. “Let me get those in water before they wilt.”

      “Thank ye, Ma.” Miss Moire handed her the bouquet.

      Lili led William to a chaise lounge and sat as Mrs. Noble departed the parlor.

      Thomas turned his attention back to Miss Moire. “How is your ankle?”

      “Not too bad. A bit swollen and bruised, but it shall heal. Ye really shouldn’t fret over me.”

      Thomas could not help but be concerned. After all, it was his actions—or inaction, to be more accurate—that had led to her injury. He intertwined his fingers, placing the pads of his thumbs together, and studied her soft features. “Let us agree to disagree for the moment.”

      Miss Moire laughed, the delicate sound reverberating through the room and warming Thomas’s heart.

      Miss Lili grinned at her sister before turning back to William. “‘Tis a lovely day.” She glanced out the window with longing.

      “Would you like to go for a stroll?” William asked.

      “I would like that very much.” Lili stood and waited for William to extend his arm. She wrapped her fingers around his elbow then turned to her sister. “We shan’t be overlong.”

      Miss Moire cocked her head a fraction. “Enjoy yer walk.”

      Thomas watched as Miss Moire peered after the retreating couple. For some reason, she did not wish to be alone with him. She’d made that clear yesterday when she’d attempted to beg him off. Was it his person she took offense to? Or something else entirely?

      He drew in a breath, then grinned at her, determined to win her over. “Do you enjoy cards?”

      She snapped her attention back to him and pasted a weak grin onto her lips. “On occasion.”

      “Would you like to play a few hands?”

      She glanced across the parlor to a small cherry wood table with chairs flanking it. “Ye will have to bring the cards over here.”

      He stood and closed the distance between them with two long strides. “Or I can bring you to the cards.” Before she could object, he scooped her into his arms.

      Miss Moire gave a little squeal of surprise before she wrapped her arms around his neck. “It would be easier to move the deck.”

      “But this is more fun.” He gave a playful smile as he started toward the table. The weight of her in his arms fired his blood, making him wish the table were further away. The moment he settled her into a chair, he longed to have her in his arms again. Pushing back the longing, he took a seat and slid the deck toward her. “Lady’s choice.”

      “Piquet.” Moire placed the cards in the center of the table. “Ye cut first.”

      Thomas reached out and lifted a section of the deck to reveal a ten of diamonds. He showed Miss Moire, then placed the pile back onto the stack. “Your turn.”

      Moire did the same, cutting an eight of spades. “You deal.” She grinned, her shoulders relaxing.

      Thomas picked up the deck, shuffled, then dealt them each twelve cards. For a while, they played in relative silence. He memorized the way she held the cards in her trim fingers, the gentle flick of her wrist when she made an exchange and the calculating gleam in her mesmerizing eyes.

      “It seems you are an exceptional card player,” Thomas said as Moire collected another trick. She now had five in her coffers while he had only one. Not that he minded. For him, the game was a means to get to know her better.

      She glanced up at him, flashing her dimple. “Perhaps it has more to do with ye being unlucky.”

      “On the contrary. I am among the luckiest men in England.”

      “Oh?” She angled her head, a look of caution crossing her features. “How so?”

      “I am here with you.”

      Her cheeks tinted a becoming pink. “Cease yer flirting.”

      “It is not flirting when it’s the truth.” He tossed out a card, stealing the trick.

      The two of them chatted about the weather, their hobbies, and even shared a few stories as they played out the game. By the time Miss Moire won, she seemed at ease with him and he found himself more interested in her than ever.

      She swept the cards into a pile on the center of the table. “Thank ye, the cards proved an enjoyable distraction.”

      He placed his hand on hers, stilling it. “May I call on you tomorrow?”

      She turned wide eyes on him. “Ye needn’t trouble yerself. I’ve already taken enough of yer time.”

      “Nonsense.” Thomas cast his gaze around the room, looking for a reason to return on the morrow—one she’d not argue with. A chess board caught his attention. “Do you play?”

      “Play what?”

      He glanced at her, then back to the board. “Chess.”

      “Aye, ‘tis my favorite.”

      “Mine as well.” Thomas retrieved the game and brought it to the table. He sat in before her and moved a white ivory pawn. “Your move.”

      Miss Moire selected a black pawn and slid it one square before glancing up at him. “Do sit.”

      Thomas shook his head. “I will return to finish the game tomorrow.”

      “Very well.” Miss Moire bobbed her head in farewell.

      He pivoted and strolled toward the door.

      “Wait.”

      Thomas turned to her. “Yes?”

      “Can ye help me back to the sofa?”

      His spirits soared at the request. She was coming to trust him, or at the least to enjoy his company. He grinned as he scooped her into his arms, then swallowed back his regret at having to let her go as he returned her to the sofa.

      She smoothed her skirts, then peeked up at him through thick lashes. “Tomorrow.”

      “You can count on it.” Thomas winked and she rewarded him with a brilliant smile.

      Tomorrow could not come soon enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Moire studied the chessboard, her brows knitted together in concentration. Nearly a fortnight had passed since Mr. Astley’s first visit, and he’d called on her every day thereafter. The second time he came to call was so they could finish the chess game they’d started the previous day. When the game concluded in a draw, he insisted on a rematch. That game turned into best of three, and after several more draws, they now found themselves tied.

      If either of them won this game, he’d have no cause to call on her again. Part of her wished for another draw. She’d come to think of him as a friend and enjoyed his attentions. At the same time, her competitive side wished to best him, while her reasonable side knew she needed to guard her heart. Though she counted him a friend, she could not fool herself into believing him harmless. Moreso because she found herself attracted to him.

      With a heavy heart and conflicted mind, she strategically moved her queen. Two more turns and she’d win the game. She’d played chess enough to foresee what would happen. There were only so many ways Thomas could move his remaining pieces, and regardless of the choices he made, she’d be able to corner his king.

      She looked across the table. “Yer move.”

      Thomas quit studying the board long enough to offer a grin.

      Moire swallowed back her regret, then returned his smile. She would miss him when he stopped coming ‘round to see her. They’d developed an easy friendship. Unlike any she’d had before or would likely have again. All the same, she sensed something more between them—something deeper and far more dangerous. She could not allow herself to fall for the man, nor could she string him along.

      She’d recovered from her injury days prior. Her ankle no longer hindered her in any way. He had no further obligation to her—not that she’d ever believed he did in the first place. Lili’s wedding would most likely be the last time she’d see him. After the nuptials, Thomas would be gone from her life forever. He had to be. And until then, she’d simply refuse to see him. No other choice would suit.

      Resolved to end their acquaintance, Moire slid her king into position. One more move and she’d have him cornered. She stared at Mr. Astley, “Check.”

      “Not so fast.” He moved his king.

      She furrowed her brow. How had she not seen that possibility? Castling was a common move, one she was very familiar with, as she often used it to her own advantage. With haste, she moved her queen in an attempt to force his king back.

      He moved his king forward, a satisfied grin stretching his full lips. “Checkmate,” Mr. Astley said. “And now you owe me a forfeit.”

      When she caught his gaze, his green eyes sparkled with mischief and she could not help but laugh. “Oh do I?”

      “Indeed, you do.” His smile broadened. “The loser always pays a forfeit.”

      “Very well, Mr. Astley, what do ye wish of me?”

      “Call me Thomas,” he leaned forward, “and tell me how you came to save my life.”

      Panic welled within her chest, making it hard to breathe. He was the epitome of why she avoided people. They were all dangerous to her and her loved ones. What the devil was she to do? Her mind swam, reaching for a reply. Anything other than the truth.

      Aversion—that would be her best course of action. Drawing in a breath, she pasted a playful grin on her face. “Very well, Thomas. As for yer second request,” her smile widened, “Ye only won one game.”

      He chuckled for a moment, then sobered. “Quite true. However, my curiosity refuses to quit. Do tell me what happened that day.” He smoothed a stray lock of black hair from his temple. “Tell me because we are friends.”

      Drat! Why couldn’t he leave it be? She could simply refuse his request. But if she dared to deny him, it would only give him reason to come calling again—and pique his curiosity as well. She needed their acquaintance to cease. Moire gave a shrug, hoping to appear nonchalant. “I happened tae be in the right place is all.”

      He shook his head, his mouth drawn in a firm line. “You acted before the danger presented itself.”

      “Nonsense.” She met his curious gaze. “The weather was deterioratin’. Everyone save for ye was runnin’ for the house. When I saw ye I had tae try tae get ye in. Common sense told everyone but ye how dangerous the storm was. Ye should have paid heed. My knockin’ ye tae the ground was sheer luck, nothin’ more.”

      She held his gaze, praying he’d question her no further. He truly had been foolish to remain in the weather. Surely he could see that. In which case, her explanation made perfect sense.

      Thomas reached out, taking her hand in his. Warmth spread up her arm, into her core. She wished to pull away, but could not deny herself this last bit of contact. It had been nearly a sennight since he’d had cause to carry her. Several days since she’d done more than hold the crook of his arm. And as unsettling as she found her pull to him, she also craved him.

      “Moire, tell me what was the matter when I first found you beneath the willow?” He rubbed his thumb in small circled on the back of her hand.

      The warmth in his gaze almost made her want to confess her secret to him. Perhaps she could trust him. No, this was dangerous—he was dangerous. She swallowed. “Truly it was nothin’. I had a headache and sought a quiet place was all.” She forced a smile she hoped looked genuine, then glanced at the chessboard. “It seems we are finished here.”

      “A fact I am sorely regretting. How about a rematch?” He winked.

      Moire felt heat climb into her cheeks. He was a devilishly good-looking gentleman and when he flirted with her she nearly lost her wits. But as much as she wished for his presence, she knew she must not allow this thing between them to continue. “Ye canna continue tae spend so much time with me. Surely ye are needed at the inn.”

      “Moire.” He gave a gentle squeeze to her hand. “I have grown fond of you. I would like nothing more than to continue calling on you. In fact, I would like to court you.”

      She pulled her hand free, her heart beating a tattoo in her chest. “Ye canna.”

      Confusion swept across his gaze, and her heart squeezed.

      “Whyever not?”

      She averted her gaze. “It would be a waste of yer time.”

      “Don’t say such things.” He rounded the table and pulled her to her feet. “You are my favorite thing to spend time on.”

      She stared into the warm green depths of his eyes and her knees almost buckled. There was no mistaking the genuine feelings between them. He cared for her. But would he still feel the same if he knew the truth? She shook her head. “Donna say such things.”

      He placed his thumb under her chin and brought her gaze to his. “I only speak the truth.”

      “I donna ever intend to marry.” She turned her head away. “Please go.”
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      Thomas returned to the inn and buried himself in work after Moire turned him away. He now stood in the stable mucking a stall. Dirt and dust clung to him and sweat streaked his face. Still, he could not keep her from his mind. Somehow his curiosity had developed into something much deeper—love. He was a bloody fool to go and fall for a woman who had no wish to love him in return.

      And what woman did not wish to have a family of her own?

      The woman was impossible to understand. The closer he got to her, the more of a mystery she became. Oddly, he no longer cared to figure her out; he only wished to be with her. To protect and care for her.

      He shook his head, chasing away the image of her as he flung another pitchfork full of manure from the stall. She did not want him. He could not change her mind.

      “There you are.” William came to lean against the stall door. “Why the devil are you tending stalls?”

      “The reason does not signify.” He flung a fork full of dirty hay into the wagon.

      William peered into the stall. “You know we pay people to do that.”

      “And today I choose to see to the task myself.” He dug the pitchfork into the stall floor, scooping up another load.

      William came forward and took the pitchfork out of his hands.

      Thomas reached for it. “Give that back.”

      William tossed the pitchfork out of the stall and leveled his gaze on Thomas. “Enough. Come have a drink with me. You look sorely in need of whisky.”

      Thomas released a huff of breath as he ran a hand across his forehead. He doubted strong drink would serve him any better than hard work had. All the same, he nodded and followed William from the stall. When they reached the inn’s tavern room, William retrieved a bottle of whisky and two tumblers. A few minutes later Thomas sat across from William in his office with a full tumbler of whisky and an aching heart.

      William relaxed back in his chair, his tumbler in hand. “Now tell me what has you in such a state?”

      When Thomas failed to answer, opting to take a long slow drink of the alcohol instead, William narrowed his gaze. “Has it to do with Lili’s sister, Moire? You have been spending a considerable amount of time at the Noble house.”

      Thomas nearly choked on his whisky at the mention of Moire. Why it should surprise him that William brought her up he could not say. Of course, his friend knew where he’d been keeping time. The sisters were close and no doubt spoke of him. Not to mention that William frequently crossed paths with him there while visiting Lili.

      “Come on. Confess.” William rubbed his thumb on the rim of his tumbler. “She’s gotten under your skin.”

      “Of course she has. Moire is a stunning woman. Intelligent and kind. Not to mention mysterious.” Thomas paused to collect his thoughts.

      “I’m failing to see the problem,” William said.

      “I thought we suited well. Dammit, we did. I don’t understand her reasoning for turning me away.” Thomas swirled the remaining whisky in his tumbler, then downed it in one long drink. “I am in love with her.”

      William let out a low whistle. “Did you tell her how you feel?”

      “I attempted to, but never quite got out the words. She did not wish to hear them.” Thomas set his empty tumbler on the desk with a decided thump. “Before I could speak my heart, she cut me off and informed me that she has no desire to marry. Ever.”

      William stared at Thomas, his expression guarded.

      Thomas tipped his head back to gaze at the ceiling. “I keep asking myself what woman doesn’t wish for a family of her own?” He returned his attention to William. “You know there is something about Moire. I’ve known it from the start but haven’t been able to figure it out. She’s special.”

      “Indeed, she is.” William gave a sympathetic grin. “Perhaps…” He shook his head and reached for the decanter.

      Thomas narrowed his gaze. “Perhaps what?”

      “Nothing.” William topped off the whisky in Thomas’s tumbler and slid the glass toward him.

      “No. You were about to say something and I want to know what it was. Do you have a deeper understanding of Moire? Has Lili shared something with you?”

      William swallowed a mouthful of liquor. He studied Thomas for a long moment before speaking. “I should not have said anything.”

      “On the contrary. Tell me what you know,” Thomas demanded.

      William released a breath. “Lili has shared many things with me, and I won’t deny that Moire has a secret…one she guards closely.”

      Thomas sat forward. “What’s her secret? Is she ill? Hiding a bodily disfigurement?”

      William shook his head. “No. No. Nothing like that.”

      “Then what the devil is she hiding?”

      “I wish I could say, but it’s not my place.” William massaged his temples.

      Thomas stood and paced the length of the room. “Devil take it, William, I’m in love with her. You have to help me.” He shook his head. “Or put me out of my misery. Your choice.”

      “All I can offer is my advice.”

      Thomas pivoted to face William, his brow knitted together. “And what would that be?”

      “Do not give up on Moire. If you truly love her, fight for her. Go to her. Tell her how you feel.” He stared at Thomas, his eyes narrowed. “Allow her time to come around. To trust you.”

      Thomas threw his tumbler into the fire. The glass shattered, sending a spray of whisky into the hearth and making the flames jump. “How am I to do anything of the sort when she refuses to see me?”

      William came to rest a hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “Change her mind.”
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      Rain slashed across the sky, coating everything in slick droplets as Moire watched Thomas ride away. She leaned her cheek against the wooden window frame and sighed. He had come to call on her every day for the last sennight. Seven times she had turned him away, and each time the action made her heart ache all the more.

      Lili came up beside her and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Moire.”

      She gazed at Lili. “Aye.”

      “You are hurtin’,” Lili said, her tone soft. “I hoped not to interfere, but I canna stand by while ye both suffer.”

      Moire pivoted to face her. “‘Tis nothin’ ye can do.”

      “Ach, but there is. I can tell ye why yer heart is pained.”

      Moire shook her head. “I donna wish to speak about Mr. Astley.”

      “Thomas, his name is Thomas, and ye must. Ye canna fight love.” Lili stared at her through sympathetic blue eyes. “Ye are in love with him.”

      A shiver coursed through Moire, for she knew it to be true. All the same, she refused to accept it. “My feelings will fade. I canna allow myself to place the family at risk.”

      “He’s in love with ye as well. I sense it, feel it. I ken it to be true.”

      “No.” Moire shook her head. “Donna say such things.” She could not allow herself to think on Thomas’s feelings. She’d done all she could to keep him away. To maintain a distance between them. She never wanted a relationship with him. She could not have him.

      “Lili’s right,” Samuel chimed in from across the parlor.

      Moire slanted her gaze at him. “Not ye too.”

      Samuel smiled. “I like Mr. Astley. He’s a kind man, always surrounded in good colors.”

      A spark of hope flared in Moire’s chest. Her siblings would not induce him so if they had any cause to believe him dangerous. Perhaps she could allow herself to love him—to have him. But doing so would guarantee her children. Bairn’s she’d not be able to protect.

      She wet her dry lips. “I canna trust anyone beyond our family.”

      Lili’s eyes widened. “Nonsense. I trusted William enough to be honest. He kens all our secrets and loves me all the more for it. He doesn’t believe us wicked or tainted. He treasures me. Ye can have the same with Thomas.”

      “‘Tis true. William and Thomas are much alike. Their colors kind, pure,” Samuel said.

      Moire closed her eyes, blocking out her siblings. Her mind spun, teetering on the edge of hope and despair. Lachlan’s parents had dared to love, as had hers and Samuel’s. Ma, Uncle Niall, Aunt Sorcha, and Uncle Brian. Every one of them perished as a result. There was nothing Uncle Daniel, Aunt Ailis, or anyone else could do to save them.

      In the end, love made no difference.

      Lachlan was orphaned, she and Lili had lost their ma, and Samuel had lost his Da. Blessed be Aunt Ailis for stepping in to mother them all while her father took on Lachlan and Samuel as his own. As grateful as she was for the family they had built, she could not deny nor forget the ones who’d died because of their gifts. She could not play a part in more death—more pain.

      Lili stared at her, emotion clouding her gaze. “Let love in.”

      Moire peered at Lili. “Then what? Hope it doesn’t destroy me? My children? Our family? The way it has in the past? Pray, we can remain in one place without discovery. Without accusations.”

      “Nae.” Lili notched her chin defiantly. “Love is worth the risk. True love is worth everything. Love did not kill any of them. The evil lurkin’ in others did.”

      Ma and Da strolled into the parlor, arm in arm. When Moire turned to them, their smiles faded. Da glanced between his children then locked gazes with Moire. “What’s this about evil?”

      “Moire thinks Ma and the others died because they dared to love.” Lili marched over to him. “Tell her that isna true.”

      Da pressed his lips into a tight line and studied his children for several heartbeats. Seeming to come to a conclusion, he glanced at Lili, then Samuel. “Leave us.”

      Moire released a pent-up breath and started for the door. The last thing she desired at present was to continue the pointless conversation they’d been having. Nothing anyone could say or do would change her mind.

      Ma held up a hand, halting Moire’s progress. “Ye stay.”

      Defeated, Moire’s shoulders slumped and she dropped onto the sofa. Once Lili and Samuel fled the parlor, she angled her head toward Da. “I haven’t anything to say.”

      “Then ye can listen,” Ma said. She came to sit beside Moire and turned empathetic sky-blue eyes on her. “I have much to say.”

      “Aye.” Da came to flank Moire’s opposite side. “As do I.”

      Resigned, Moire settled back and gave them her attention. “I’m listening.”

      Ma reached for her hand. “It is clear ye are pained by the past. We are as well. However, ye must understand that I’d not change the way I felt for yer Uncle Niall, nor would yer Da change the way he felt for yer Ma.”

      “I loved her deeply, lass. She made me a better person, gave my life more purpose. Yer Ma was an amazing, beautiful, and loving woman.” A mirage of emotions—sorrow, longing, love—swam across Da’s gaze.

      “I would say the same of yer Uncle Niall.” Ma gave a gentle squeeze to Moire’s hand. “And though my heart still aches for him, I would not go back and choose to undo what we shared.”

      “Yer sister was right. Love did not lead to their deaths. And in the end, it was love that saved us all.”

      “How can ye say that?” Moire sat up straight, her gaze pinned on Da.

      He seemed far away as he stared into her eyes. “Yer Ma, Caitriona, ken what was happening. Her love for ye lasses, for me and her siblings, saved us. She came tae me and bid me tae protect ye all. Told me tae go to Dalais Manor and find ye in the cellar.” He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing with the effort.

      “‘Twas the same with yer Uncle Niall. He didn’t ken exactly what was happening, but he did ken it was somethin’ bad. When the angry village mob approached Dalais, he bid me tae hid in the cellar with ye bairns. His love for us was so great that he protected us at his own detriment.”

      Da wrapped his arm around Moire’s shaking shoulders. “Do not blame love, nor should ye fear it. Tae do so can only hurt ye.”

      Moire nodded. She wanted to say something, but could not find any words. Her mind was a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions she could not begin to sort through. Leastwise not right now.

      Ma gave a soft smile. “Only ye can decide what yer future will hold.”

      “Choose wisely, Lass.” Da dropped a kiss on her forehead, then stood. “We’ll leave ye tae sort it all out.”

      Ma squeezed her hand once more before she stood to join Da. “If ye should wish to talk more, ye ken where to find me.”

      “Aye.” Moire forced a smile, knowing she’d not seek them out. Her mind had been decided years ago.

      She’d not sway from her chosen path.

      Not even for love.
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      Lili’s wedding to Mr. North, or William as Moire had come to call him, turned out to be a splendid affair. There wasn’t an empty seat in the church, every pew occupied to bursting. The church had been transformed into an indoor garden with white flowers and greenery that had been hung, pinned, and made into sashes that hung over entrances and altars throughout the building.

      When the ceremony concluded, there was a wedding feast at the Baron’s home in celebration of the nuptials, followed by a ball. Moire had done her best and succeeded in avoiding Thomas. Though her heart ached for him, her mind remained determined.

      Once during the meal, Moire had slid a sidelong glance toward him and blushed furiously when he caught her. Try as she might, she could not keep from watching him. Part of her longed to see him, but the rest of her wished to keep from becoming cornered by him.

      He’d continued to call on her and she’d continued to turn him away despite her family’s counsel. This event provided him the perfect opportunity to have his say, for she could not be publicly rude, nor was there anywhere to hide.

      Now that the ball had gotten underway, she felt like a trapped animal among the crush of guests. She’d tried to feign a headache but Ma would have no part of it. She insisted Moire stay and support her sister’s marriage. Da had seconded Ma and even insisted that Moire dance.

      She turned away from the spectacle of dancers and reached for a punch glass. When she turned back, her heart somersaulted. Moire wanted to dash away at the sight of Thomas strolling toward her. She glanced at Ma and then Da, searching for an excuse—any reason to escape.

      “Good evening,” Thomas’s voice rang out.

      It was too late. Moire averted her gaze to a nearby fern. He’d caught her. She closed her eyes and prayed he’d disappear as the quartet struck the first chords of a waltz.

      “May I have this dance?” he asked, outstretching his hand.

      When Moire failed to move, Ma gave her a slight nudge.

      Reluctantly, Moire placed her hand through his arm and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor.

      He pulled her against him, bringing his mouth close to her ear. Warmth spread through her as they twirled across the polished floor. Being in his arms again was dangerous and she well knew it, for her traitorous body reacted to his touch the moment they made contact.

      “Why do you refuse me?” Thomas asked.

      Moire swallowed, grateful that she wasn’t looking into his eyes. “I have nae wish tae give ye false hope.”

      “Be that as it may, I have every wish for a chance.”

      “A chance at what? I’ve already told ye that I will not marry.”

      He slid his hand further down her back, pulling her indecently close. “I would like a chance to change your mind.”

      “Nae.” Her voice came out barely a whisper.

      “Moire, look at me.”

      As if she had no say in the matter, her gaze met his. A vision took hold, the room and all of its occupants fading away as a lifetime flashed before her. Images of her and Thomas—together—happy—in love. Two children. A boy with his dark hair and her crystalline eyes. Their little girl with green eyes like Thomas’s and her dimple. Moire saw herself years down the road with Thomas beside her. She felt the love and joy they shared.

      Thomas’s voice broke through the vision, bringing her back to the ballroom, though she didn’t know what he’d said. Her head swam as she gazed at him—gazed at her future.

      “All you alright?” Thomas asked, and all at once Moire realized he was leading her from the dance floor.

      “Aye.” She forced her voice to work. “We need to talk.”

      Thomas nodded. “But first let me get you some punch.”

      “I’m nae thirsty.”

      He slanted his concerned gaze at her. “Then perhaps a spot of fresh air.”

      “Aye.” Moire tightened her grip on his arm. Once they were safely away from the celebration she would be free to speak frankly. “Take me tae the garden.”

      Without further comment, Thomas led her through the French doors leading to the veranda, down the stone steps, then across the dew-soaked grass to the where the Baron’s garden began. He stopped there near a torch and turned to face her. “What is the matter?”

      Moire cast her gaze around, searching to make certain they were alone. She caught sight the willow she’d hidden beneath at Lili’s engagement party and tugged Thomas toward it. “Nothin’ at all. In fact, everything’s perfect.”

      The willow’s branches swayed in their wake as they came together behind them, blocking out the moon’s light. Thomas stared at her as though she’d gone mad, confusion plain on his face. “What’s perfect?”

      She took his hands in hers and closed the distance between them. “I’ve somethin’ to tell ye.”

      “Me first.” He pulled her closer, his hands clasping hers. “I lo—”

      She pulled one hand free and placed her fingertips against his lips, silencing him. “Nae. Not before ye ken my secret.” She stared hard into the green depths of his gaze. “I’m nae a normal lass.”

      He kissed her fingertips, then moved her hand from his lips to press it against his chest. “Do you feel that? The pounding of my heart?”

      “Aye.”

      “It beats for you, Moire. I care not what your secret is. I love you all the more for holding one.”

      She could not stop the smile that spread across her lips as she gazed at him. “But ye must ken.”

      “I need only know that you love me back. Nothing else matters.”

      “Oh Thomas, I do. I love ye deeply.”

      He brought his lips to hers in a promise-filled kiss, and Moire knew she’d made the right choice. Her vision had foretold her future—a happy and safe future with the man she loved. Everything would work out. She felt it deep inside.

      All of her fears melted away as he gathered her against him. She had found her place, her home, her purpose. He deepened the kiss and she took all he offered with a hunger she didn’t know existed.

      Pulling back enough to gaze into his eyes, she said, “Thomas, I must ken that ye understand what ye are accepting.”

      “Nothing you can tell me will change the love I have for you.” He stroked his thumb across her jaw.

      Moire knew his declaration to be honest; all the same, she must tell him before they could move on to their future together. Had to be certain he understood and loved her regardless. “I have visions.”

      “Oh, is that it?” He dropped a kiss on her forehead.

      She pushed against his chest. “I see the future. I saw the branch crush ye before I saved ye.”

      His eyes rounded for a quick instant before he pulled her back against him. “Then ye have a special gift.”

      She sucked in her lower lip and stared at him. “Some would call it a curse. Others would call me a witch.”

      Genuine concern filled his eyes. “Then others shall never discover how special you are.”

      Moire smiled with relief, her stomach fluttering. “I do so adore ye.”

      He flashed a rakish grin of his own. “Then marry me. Spend the rest of your life with me. Let me protect and cherish you, Moire.”

      “Aye.” Moire rose onto her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. “And I will spend all of my life loving ye.”
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        London, 1622

      

      

      Thomas woke and reached for Moire. The mattress beside him remained warm, but she wasn’t lying beside him. He opened his eyes, turning his head toward her side of the bed. His pulse increased when her shadowed silhouette came into view.

      What could she be about? Was something amiss?

      He slid closer to where she sat with her legs hanging over the edge of the bed. She had a sheet draped across her chest and tucked under her arms. “Love?”

      She glanced over her shoulder, the moon’s light shining off her blonde tresses. “Aye.”

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      She inhaled, her shoulders rising then falling. “I had a vision.”

      His heart slammed against his chest. Most of the time her visions foretold of good tidings, but on occasion…

      He’d not get ahead of himself. Thomas reached out, placing his hand on her thigh. “What did you see?”

      “Our grandchildren.” She beamed at him. “They were at play in the yard and we were bringin’ them a sweet treat. We called out to them and they came runnin’ with smiling faces to greet us.”

      “‘Tis a bit early for grandchildren, don’t you think?” He pressed his cheek against her back. “Our own kids are not yet grown.”

      “That’s the thing, my love. We were in the winter of our lives and still here in this house.” She looked away from him. “Tae think I nearly allowed my fears to take all of this away from us.”

      He dropped a trail of kisses across her back. “I never would have allowed you to get away.”

      She peeked over her shoulder, smiling. “You were tenacious.”

      “I still am.” He pulled Moire’s naked body against his, laying her back on the bed, and nuzzled his face against the curve of her neck. “And you are well worth my efforts.”

      She laughed and wriggled against him.

      Her reaction encouraged him and he teased her further until she rolled to face him, her gaze meeting his. “I love ye.”

      “You are my heart. I love you, too.” He captured her lips, kissing her deeply.

      She pressed against him, meeting his passion with her own as their tongues caressed and massaged against one another. Desire pooled in his loins and he rolled her onto her back, then came to rest with his hips between her thighs.

      Thomas entered her in one smooth stroke, fusing them together as one. One heart, one mind, one soul, forevermore.

      She would always be his other half, the very reason he lived and breathed—his everything.

      He brought his lips to the shell of her ear. “You have made me the world’s luckiest man.”

      “Nae. ‘Tis I,” she moaned as he thrust into her again, “who am lucky.”

      He beamed down at her as she came apart, her climax sweeping through her. Even after ten years of marriage, he still craved his wife, and he knew he always would.

      His own climax raked his body, his heart nearly bursting with love as he filled her with his seed. He gathered her against him and drifted into a peaceful sleep, his heart beating in perfect rhythm with hers.
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        From the mid-1400s to the mid-1600s witchcraft trials erupted, sweeping across the globe as hysteria spread from country to country. During this time an estimated fifty to eighty thousand people were executed throughout Europe. About eighty percent of them were women.

      

        

      
        England executed its first accused witch in 1566. Her name was Agnes Waterhouse. In 1682, Temperance Lloyd became the final execution. It is estimated that one thousand executions took place in England between 1566 and 1682.

      

      

      In 1606, six hundred people were tried for witchcraft in France alone. Of the accused, one hundred were executed, and widespread panic ensued. Terrified residents fled across the border, seeking safety in Spain. Alas, the hysteria followed them. In Spain, local authorities ordered witch trials, calling in the Spanish Inquisition to help.

      In 1611, Alonso Salazar Frias collected one thousand eight hundred and two confessions, which named roughly five thousand more people within them. Alonso found himself skeptical because he saw no solid evidence against the accused individuals.

      When most of the accused retracted their confessions, the matter was turned over to the inquisitor general. In 1614, the inquisitor general ruled that all of the cases be dismissed, putting an end to the largest witch trial in history.

      Sadly, by the time the trials concluded, eleven people had lost their lives.

      While One Enchanting Kiss is a fictional tale, the history behind the witch trials is both startling and important. I attempted to capture the real fear felt by many during this terrifying time in history.
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        Yorkshire England, Summer, 1815

      

      

      Lady Rebecca Sumerville could scarcely believe her eyes. She stared up at Babylon castle, focused on the flicker of light in the narrow lancet windows of the second-story entry hall. “Phoebe,” she rasped. “Do you see that?”

      “See what? And why are you whispering?” Her sister, slanted a curious stare at her.

      Why indeed? She supposed she was half afraid a sudden sound would scare the light away. Reluctantly Rebecca glanced away from the castle, catching her sister’s gaze. “There”—she pointed at Babylon—“the light.” Her heart sunk when she looked back at the castle barely visible against the night sky. The glow had vanished.

      “I see nothing.” Phoebe shook her head, her curls flouncing about her neck and face.

      “It was there. I saw it. A flickering glow coming from the lancet windows.” Rebecca turned back toward Babylon hoping to spot the flicker once more. Frowning, she pressed a hand to her abdomen.

      Her family’s Yorkshire estate bordered the ancient stone castle situated on the opposite side of a small creek. In the light of day you could make out the castle’s lines from her house. Rebecca had spent many an hour throughout her life gazing at the formidable keep and daydreaming.

      The great keep peeked out from behind the walls encasing the sandstone structure. She’d snuck over to the castle on more than one occasion, though she’d never entered its walls. Most frequently, she strolled around the outer wall studying the stone. On some occasions she’d sat near the bricked up postern gate. Each time she laid eyes on Babylon, she created tales in her mind about the castle and its legendary occupants.

      According to the tales no one had lived there for hundreds of years. Not since Sir Kenton Le Bec and his beloved Lady Nicola Aubrey-Thorne passed away. Rebecca imagined what the couple must have lived like and spun her own stories to explain the bricked up gate as she’d never heard anything about it in the legend of Babylon.

      Phoebe laced an arm through hers. “Let us return to the party.”

      Rebecca smiled at her twin sister. “Not just yet. I want to watch for the light to return. What do you suppose caused it?”

      “I don’t know. Mayhap it was your imagination.” Phoebe tugged on Rebecca’s arm. “Come on before mother sends a search party to look for us.”

      Rebecca’s chest tightened as she stared back at the castle. Had she imagined the flickering glow? She didn’t think so.

      Phoebe tugged again, pulling Rebecca forward. “Please be sensible. Even if you did see a light it was likely just the moon’s glow. There is nothing to be gained by remaining here. Let us return now.”

      She supposed her sister was right. By now mother had surely noted their absence. Should they dally much longer they’d earn her scorn. After all, tonight was about them. Mother had gone to great efforts to arrange the house party. She’d invited the most sought-after families along with their bachelor sons, hoping to make a match for at least one of her eligible daughters. She’d have their hides if she took notice of their absence.

      “If we must.” Sighing, Rebecca followed Phoebe toward the house. “Though I do find this party rather tedious.”

      Phoebe squeezed her elbow. “Come now, it is not all that bad.”

      “Perhaps not for you.” Rebecca grinned. Unlike her, Phoebe did wish to marry sooner rather than later. “Which gentleman has your fancy?”

      “Do not tease me.” Phoebe swatted Rebecca with her fan.

      The quartet’s music drifted from the house as they drew closer. Light spilled out onto the lawn casting the front gardens in a glow. Rebecca reached for Phoebe’s dance card. “Shall we see who awaits you, dear?” She flicked her gaze over it. “Lord Owens signed twice. Might I find you as Lady Owens before the summer quits us?”

      Phoebe jerked her wrist away. “Stop jesting. I do not find you at all entertaining.”

      With their arms hooked together, Rebecca strode next to Phoebe as they reentered the ballroom. Noting the light flush upon her sister’s cheeks she stifled a laugh. “Very well, if you insist.”

      Phoebe released Rebecca’s arm. “Here he comes now.”

      Lord Owens strolled toward them, his eyes sparkling. He did not wear his soldier’s uniform as he had on previous occasions but a pang of upset raced through Rebecca all the same. How could Phoebe have designs on such a man after what had happened to their brother? “Does it not bother you that he is a soldier, Phoebe?”

      “No, and do hush. He might hear you.”

      Rebecca looked around the crowded room. “I’m certain he cannot.”

      “No matter. I find Lord Owens and all of the other soldiers to be quite honorable. They are heroes. We should be happy to dance with any one of them.”

      It wasn’t that Rebecca disliked soldiers. She simply could not abide putting herself through more unnecessary heartache. Her brother, like all of the other soldier’s had been brave if not foolish and his death still caused her pain—it always would.

      “There is nothing heroic about death and chaos.” Rebecca glanced at her twin, noting the sparkle dancing in her eyes.

      For an instant, a pang of envy struck her. Despite being twins, Rebecca had always thought Phoebe was much prettier. She took after their mother, nearly a head shorter, with the kind of build that made gentlemen naturally protective. Her hazel eyes suited her thick chestnut locks. Rebecca on the other hand resembled their father, too tall to be fashionable, with thin blonde hair she could never get to sit right.

      “Do hush.”

      Phoebe stepped away to join Lord Owens before Rebecca could say more. Not that her stubborn sister would listen anyway. Phoebe had made herself quite clear.

      What a ninny to so happily offer herself up to heartbreak and abandonment! Well, not Rebecca. She’d had all she was willing to take of war and soldiers. She’d not be made a widow at the end of some enemy’s weapon. Life would not find her as it had her sister-in-law, Lady Daphne. The poor lady was barely wed to Rebecca’s brother long enough to be with child when Rowland was called away. Now she found herself a widow raising a wee one without a father, all because her husband had chosen to purchase a commission in the British Army.

      Pushing the dreadful memory aside, she fanned herself while she moved through the crush of people toward the refreshment table. Between the guests crowded into the room and the warm summer temperatures, the ball had taken on an unpleasant stifling quality. Humidity caused sweat to form at the back of Rebecca’s neck where her hair was gathered. A glass of cold claret would be divine just now.

      Someone rested a hand on her shoulder stopping her halfway to the refreshment table.

      “Rebecca darling, I’d like to introduce you to Lord Fredrickson.”

      Drat. So much for avoiding mother’s matchmaking. Rebecca ground her teeth before turning to face mother with a fake grin pasted onto her lips. Mother smiled back with mischief dancing in her hazel gaze. A tall dark-haired man stood beside her.

      “Lord Fredrickson served with Rowland in the second regiment and has just returned from Waterloo.” Mother glanced up at the gentleman.

      “How fortunate.” Rebecca let the smile fall from her lips. “Did you know my brother well? Rowland was not so lucky as you, my lord. He is never to return to us.”

      Mother inhaled sharply. “Rebecca.”

      Lord Fredrickson’s mouth pulled into a wince at Rebecca’s words. “I am terribly sorry about your brother’s misfortune.”

      “Thank you, my lord.” She turned to her mother. “I fear I have come down with a headache. Might I retire to my rooms?”

      Mother touched a gloved hand to Rebecca’s brow. “Very well, darling. I’ll send a maid up with something to sooth the pain.”

      “Thank you mother.” Rebecca offered Lord Fredrickson a curt nod then took her leave. Her head did not truly throb but she’d found herself desperate to escape the crush. She simply said the first thing that came to mind. Thank heavens it worked.

      Phoebe stepped in front of her just as she reached the door leading beyond the crowded room. “Where are you off to now?”

      “I have a headache.” Rebecca forced herself to ignore the inclination to avert her gaze.

      Phoebe narrowed her eyes. “No you don’t. Tell me you are not planning to sneak off to Babylon.”

      “Of course not. I simply cannot tolerate one more moment of this ball. I’m going to bed.”

      “You can’t fool me. I know you’re considering a trek to the castle. At least wait for the morrow.”

      Phoebe did know Rebecca well. It would do her no good to argue over her intentions as her sister would see right through whatever Rebecca said. “I considered it but have changed my mind.”

      “What a relief.” Phoebe grinned. “Might you reconsider your stance on mother’s party as well? If you would allow yourself to have some fun you might find it tolerable after all. There are a great many gentlemen here who did not serve in the war.”

      Rebecca shook her head. “I am well aware of who is in attendance. Please let me pass.”

      Phoebe moved aside calling after Rebecca as she mounted the staircase. “It will be a long week if you insist on avoiding the festivities.”

      Rebecca only quickened her pace. Long week indeed. This was but the second day of her mother’s house party. The festivities were planned to last a fortnight. The family knew mother intended to find husbands for Rebecca and Phoebe but the guests were under the impression the party was to celebrate the end of the war. Rebecca supposed that’s why mother invited so many soldiers to join. Just about everyone of importance who had served was present along with a great many titled families with their bachelor sons in tow.

      None of the gentlemen interested her, least of all the war heroes. Sure, there were many handsome, desirable gentlemen in attendance, but looks and titles held no sway with her. When she married, if she did, it would be for love, not some match arranged by her mother, or anyone else. Her heart would do the choosing.

      After lighting a lantern, she settled onto the window seat her father had built into her room. She loved sitting on the plush velvet surface while she read or stared at the castle. Rebecca set her lantern down and peered out the window, searching through the dark veil of night for the shadowed outline of Babylon.

      Ah, there it was, a barely visible monument in the moonlight. Legend had it Sir Kenton and Lady Nicola shared a love so great that not even death could separate them. It was said they remained at Babylon together to this day, and when the fog thickened, you could hear them calling to each other, their voices carried through the mists. She wanted a love like theirs. A love so strong not even the finality of death could break its bonds.

      “My lady.”

      Rebecca glanced toward the door. Her maid stood in the entrance with a tray in her hands.

      “Your mother sent up a tonic.” The maid crossed the room and placed the tray near Rebecca.

      “Thank you.” She managed a weak smile. “I do not wish to be disturbed tonight. You may pick up the tray in the morning.”

      “Yes, my lady.” The maid curtsied then departed.

      Rebecca turned back to the window and leaned her forehead against the glass. Despite the warmth of the summer night the leaded glass felt cool against her skin. She sighed, staring back at the keep. What caused the flickers of light she’d seen earlier? Had someone been inside the ruins? Or had she imagined it as Phoebe suggested?

      The light caught her eye again—bigger, brighter—a flickering beacon against the blackness of night. This time the glow appeared to be coming from higher up in the keep. A smile stretched across her face. She’d not imagined a thing. Someone, or something, was in the castle.

      She narrowed her gaze hoping to see more clearly. The light glowed behind the lancet windows of the massive stone structure. It looked as if someone had built a fire in one of the rooms. Who would dare to enter the castle? She could not imagine, but someone had to be in there. Every fiber of her being called for her to go catch the intruder.

      She stood, strolling halfway across her room before stilling. No. She couldn’t. She’d given Phoebe her word, and she’d not go back on it.

      Her investigation would have to wait until morning.
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      Love is a funny thing. It is the one word that has so many distinct connotations for different people and things. A lot of my characters don’t believe they deserve love, and yet love deeply. Killian, more than any of them, fits that description the most. He needs and craves love, but is equally afraid of it.

      The lesson from this story is when you find love don’t let your fear stop you from accepting it. Sometimes the greatest gifts come to you when you least expect them; as well as, need them the most.
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      Dr. Aubriella Byrne pulled up in front of Weston Manor and blew out a breath. She was on a mission and Trenton Quinn would let her help whether he liked it or not. Her cousin, Genevieve had been missing for too many years now. Eve, as everyone called her, was more than family to her. She was her best friend, and Aubriella had sorely missed her. It was time to bring her home where she belonged.

      She slid open the front door and peeked around. No butler and no residents to be found. Sneaking wasn’t something she usually did, but desperate times meant she’d do a lot she normally wouldn’t. Where would Trenton be in this mausoleum? The library would be the best choice for someone studying—at least, that was where she’d be in his place.

      After she’d heard from a mutual acquaintance, a certain professor at Oxford, that Trenton was studying the Marquess of Seabrook’s family journals, she high-tailed it to Weston to confront him. Why wouldn’t he have told her what he suspected happened to Genevieve? He was well aware how close she and Genevieve were. If her cousin was still alive, Aubriella had a right to know about it.

      Aubriella took quiet steps down the hall, heading toward the room she believed Trenton to be in. She didn’t want to alert anyone to her presence before she had the opportunity to talk to him. He’d probably throw her out immediately, but it was a risk she was willing to take. This was too important for her to give up easily.

      “This is useless,” Trenton shouted as he picked up a leather-bound journal and tossed it against a nearby wall.

      “Easy, tiger,” Aubriella said and ducked in the doorway as she dodged the flying journal. She held up her hands and walked into the room slowly. “I come in peace.”

      Trenton closed his eyes and took a deep breath. She had no idea what was going through that thick skull of his, but his emotions were broadcasting loud and clear. He was frustrated and about to give up. Whatever was in that journal he’d thrown against the wall hadn’t been the enlightenment he’d hoped to gain. Lucky for him, she was here now. Maybe she would be able to decipher something he had been unable to. At least she hoped to.

      Trenton opened his eyes and faced her. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m not welcome at Weston Manor any longer?” She lifted a brow and then snapped her fingers. “That’s right, I never really was, but too bad. I’m here to help you even though you keep turning me down. This is what I did my dissertation on, remember? History is my thing.”

      “I don’t want you here.” Duh. Aubriella refrained from saying that aloud and stared at him as he reiterated his lack of intelligence. He glared at her. The muscles in his jaw twitched and then Trenton hammered home the final blow, “I’ve been clear on that point.”

      Yeah, he had—many times. As a rule, she didn’t believe in listening to idiots. She’d respected his wishes at first, but the time had come to toss that aside. He hadn’t brought her cousin home, and she was tired of waiting for him to.

      “And I believe I vetoed that already.” She walked over and picked up the journal he’d thrown. “Is this any way to treat a priceless artifact? I have half a mind to tell the Marquess of Seabrook how you’re treating his family’s journals.” The book was old, and his mistreatment could very well destroy it. His carelessness could be the reason Genevieve was never found.

      “That one doesn’t belong to him,” Trenton said. If it didn’t belong to the Marquess of Seabrook, who owned it? She was about to ask him when he held out his hand and demanded, “Give it to me.”

      She ignored him and opened the journal. If he didn’t want her to look at it, of course she had to. She might discover something, and that was all the incentive she needed. He wasn’t going to get rid of her as easily as he had before. She’d dog his heels until he had no choice but to let her in. Aubriella wanted to find her cousin, or at least, aid in helping.

      She scanned the pages, reading each word. This was absolutely amazing. The historian in her was thrilled to read a firsthand account from that time period.

      “You just found this?” Excitement thrummed through her like electricity buzzing on a live wire.

      “Why do you ask?” he asked in a cautious tone.

      She flipped through the pages more rapidly now. “Oh, this is so interesting—if I’d had this when I wrote my thesis…” Aubriella chewed on her bottom lip and stared down at the pages. “Do you know what this means?”

      Amazing… How long had he had this journal?

      “Why are you still here?” He reached for the book and almost managed to snatch it out of her hands. She jerked back before he fully grasped it.

      “I’m not done reading this.”

      She lifted her hand and brushed one of her rose-gold locks behind her ear. Her focus was on the journal. She was completely engrossed in the contents. Trenton’s presence started to disappear as she studied the words on the page. This was her specialty and she had an accounting of something she’d theorized on. She’d studied history as an undergrad and finished her doctorate after Genevieve disappeared. She’d believed time travel to be possible, but hadn’t been able to figure it out. It was hard to prove something that was more a concept than a reality. She liked the idea of time travel, and that was why she’d studied the possibility of it. The problem was that even though she’d researched it she hadn’t fully believed it possible. This journal though—no better key existed than it. If she had an idea of what time period her cousin had traveled to, she might be able to find her.

      “Aubriella” The sound of her name being said echoed in her ear, but she ignored it. Continuing to read the journal and discovering its secrets were far more important. Trenton shouted, “Damn it, Brie, give me the journal.”

      Her head jerked up and she met his gaze. The cobwebs of her engrossment still threaded through her mind. She blinked several times clearing her thoughts. Trenton hoped to go back to find her cousin. “You want to travel though the mirrors.”

      She wasn’t sure if he understood what he’d read. Time travel was not only possible, but her cousin seemed to be lost somewhere in the past. At least, that is the gist of it. Why hadn’t Trenton explained any of this to her?

      “According to this journal, Elizabeth Kendall had the ability to push her hand through the mirror here at Weston Manor, but she never did more than that. It freaked her husband out.” She frowned. “I can’t say I blame the guy. Anything of a supernatural nature must have been disconcerting to someone in the nineteenth century.”

      “Actually, he was from the eighteenth century,” Trenton said drolly.

      “Come again?” She raised an eyebrow. He must have read something incorrectly. “The date on this journal clearly says 1840. That’s the nineteenth century. Are you sure you read this right?”

      The corner of his lip quirked upward. He lifted his hand over his heart and said, “I’m wounded. You think I’m dumb?”

      She narrowed her eyes and studied him. “Are you drunk?”

      He sighed. “Lady Elizabeth Kendall married the Duke of Whitewood, otherwise known as Captain Jack Morgan, a time traveling pirate from the eighteenth century.” He moved toward her and snatched the journal. “And no, I’m not drunk.”

      She practically danced in place as she asked, “How do you know this?”

      A movement at the door caught her eye. She turned as Regina, the new Duchess of Weston, entered the room, platinum blonde hair falling down her back in waves. She was heavily pregnant and waddled a little as she walked. She glanced back and forth between them. “What are you doing?”

      “Brie has a keen interest in your niece and her husband.” Trenton jerked his hand toward Aubriella.

      “Niece?” Aubriella’s head turned toward Regina. How was that even possible? “Lady Elizabeth Kendall is related to you?”

      “In a roundabout way,” Regina said as she rubbed her belly. “I suppose she’s related to Bradford several times removed.”

      Aubriella had so many questions. She was surprised Trenton allowed her to stay long enough to ask the ones she had. Did he finally realize she would be a use to him? It was about damn time… Still, she had to understand this new development before she could move forward. How was Elizabeth Kendall related to Regina?

      “I’m so confused,” Aubriella said. “Can we start at the beginning?”

      “You’re slowing me down,” Trenton scoffed. “I thought you wanted to help.”

      Trenton had his now famous glower settled onto his face. His impatience was rubbing on her last nerve. If he’d allowed her to help from the start, then she wouldn’t be so far behind with the details. She wanted to hear the tale of Elizabeth Kendall and her pirate husband. Aubriella wanted to know it all and study it down to the last detail. History had always fascinated her and now there was time travel too. It was all of her dreams rolled into one.

      “My parents adopted Alys when they thought they couldn’t have children. I was a surprise blessing. So technically, yes, Elizabeth is my niece, as she is my sister’s daughter.” Regina bit her lip. “I know it is all rather confusing. Alys travelled through time in a similar manner as Genevieve. Trenton’s been studying it for quite a while now.”

      Aubriella’s mouth fell open. “So you all believe time travel is for real? I thought that, this entire time, Trenton had lost his mind. I honestly came here to humor him and help him accept reality. Genevieve wouldn’t want him to suffer.” She had wanted to believe time travel existed, but a small part of her had thought it was a pipe dream. One she’d never have the chance of discovering, let alone participating in.

      “I deserve it,” Trenton said adamantly. “I failed her, and until I make that right, it isn’t fair for me to have any happiness.”

      His emotions hit her like a wave crashing to shore. Hard, fast, and consuming—pain, longing, and sorrow mixed into one big ball of regret. Aubriella blocked them with a wall before they brought her to the ground. Sometimes her gift was more of a curse. She hated that other people’s emotions ruled her at times.

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Regina said. “I think Aubriella is right. Torturing yourself is not the answer, and you can’t tell me that is what Genevieve would have wanted for you.”

      “She wouldn’t.” Aubriella nodded. “She loved—loves—you. If she is truly lost in time, that wouldn’t have changed.” She tilted her head a moment and then reached for the journal in Trenton’s hand. “Give that to me. Something I read makes me think I know how the mirror works.”

      Trenton handed it over reluctantly. She flipped through it and was scanning the pages. She glanced up at Regina and said, “This doesn’t make sense to me. You told me Alys traveled to the nineteenth century. What does that have to do with the pirate duke? Are you certain it’s the same man?”

      “My mother confirmed it,” Regina said. “When she saw his portrait in the gallery. They met when he and his pirate crew plundered a ship she was sailing on.”

      Her mouth fell open. Aubriella closed the book and looked at Regina. “Does everyone in your family travel through time?” Why couldn’t she be that fortunate?

      “Um, no,” Regina said sheepishly. “Well, almost all of them. I’m the one hold out. I’m happy where I am. My father found my mother in 1722 and brought her back to his time. Alys—well, you know about her.”

      “And your niece has the ability too,” Aubriella said. “And her husband?”

      “It’s all convoluted, isn’t it?” Trenton said. “I’ve had a lot of time to study it all, and it still amazes me.” He turned to Regina. “I forgot to tell you. Captain Jack is actually your uncle.”

      “What?” She groaned. “Maybe this time traveling stuff is in our blood. How is he my uncle?”

      “He’s your mother’s half-brother,” Trenton explained. “A by-blow from their father’s indiscretions—and one he never claimed. Elizabeth put it in detail in her journal.”

      Aubriella studied the journal and didn’t pay attention to most of what they had said. She heard it, but her mind filed it away for examination at a later date. The journal and its contents held her immediate attention. She read a passage several times and something popped out at her.

      The mirror calls to something inside of me. A part no one else sees but is ingrained in blood—like a song someone like me can hear.

      Did Elizabeth have a psychic gift of some sort?

      “I think I know how to do it,” Aubriella said excitedly.

      “You do?” Trenton turned to her and quirked a brow. “How?”

      “The person in control of the mirror has to have some kind of psychic ability. Eve is a telepath if the person is receptive to it,” Aubriella said. “I have empathic abilities. I wonder if that is enough.”

      “Eve’s a telepath?” Trenton said.

      Aubriella debated telling him about Genevieve’s gift, but Regina beat her to it. “Yes,” she said. “She used to talk to me.”

      That’s interesting… If her cousin could talk to Regina, why hadn’t she tried to talk to her? What made Regina so special? Jealousy clawed through her, but she pushed it down. Now wasn’t the time for it.

      “Explain,” Trenton demanded.

      Regina fidgeted under Trenton’s stare. He clenched his jaw and kept his hands fisted at his sides. His anger managed to seep through the shield Aubriella had erected. If he didn’t calm the fuck down, she’d have to step in. She hated to do that and hoped it didn’t get that far.

      “I didn’t tell anyone. It sounded so crazy…” Regina chewed on her bottom lip.

      “Quit stalling, Gina,” he said. “Tell me what you know.”

      “I don’t know a lot. It was after our marriage was over. I was on my way here the first time she contacted me. It was almost like a dream. She couldn’t stay long and her messages were all so cryptic. To make it short, she wanted someone to save her. I eventually figured out she wanted me to reach out to you. That’s why I’ve been helping you so much.”

      Trenton swore and paced the room. His anger dissipated without any help from her. She breathed a sigh of relief. A mirror on the other side of the room caught her attention. It was floor-length and something about it called to her. It could be the mirror Elizabeth wrote about. Without any conscious thought, she walked over to it. Swirls of mist filled the reflective glass.

      “Can you see this?” Aubriella stared into the mirror. “All the fog, and oh my…”

      A man with long dark hair and warm brown eyes came into focus. He strolled across a field, heading toward a towering castle. A river roared in the distance. His emotions were powerful enough to break through every shield she had in place. His pain was even greater than Trenton’s, and the need to make it go away was difficult to ignore. She could take that away from him and give him a sense of peace, but she had to go to him to do it. If she did that, she wouldn’t be around to help find Genevieve. Aubriella had to make a decision and fast.

      “What?” Trenton asked.

      “That’s one handsome man. He looks so lonely...” She tilted her head, intent on the image. She knew what she had to do. Trenton would save her cousin, but there was no one around to do the same for this man. “I’m going to help him…”

      
        
        She dropped the book and stepped through the mirror, disappearing inside. The mist swallowed her whole and disoriented her. She focused on the man and his location. The mist spat her out like something that tasted bad. She didn’t have time to prepare for the impact and her head bounced on the ground. Aubriella glanced up, meeting the man’s gaze. At least she’d managed to do that part right—she’d found him. Her vision blurred and she lost consciousness.
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      Killian Lynwood, the Earl of Thornbury stared down at the lass lying on the ground. She had golden red hair and a heart-shaped face. Her eyes were a light brown with flecks of gold shimmering through them. Her small frame barely covered much of the earth beneath her. Her dress—he narrowed his gaze—it couldn’t really be considered a gown. The skirt fell beneath her knees and the top half was so white it appeared sheer. It appeared to be more of chemise than an actual blouse.

      What had happened to the poor thing? The woman blinked several times and her head dropped, bouncing off the grass beneath her. He wasn’t entirely sure where she’d come from. One minute he was alone, and the next he turned to find her before him. It was possible he’d been so lost in his own thoughts he’d walked by her without noticing, but he couldn’t be certain.

      When she regained consciousness, he’d have to ask her several questions. Starting with her name and ending with where the bloody hell she’d come from… It didn’t appear as if he’d be interrogating her anytime soon though. She wasn’t moving, and she may have injured herself in ways he couldn’t see. He’d have to help her even if he wasn’t feeling inclined to do so.

      He sighed. “Och, what am I to do with you?”

      There really wasn’t any choice. He would have to take her back to Kingsbridge castle. Once there, his servants would be able to assist him. He could send one of them to fetch a doctor and perhaps determine what ailed her. She was a lovely lass, but he’d rather not keep her around the castle for any length of time. His mother might start to get ideas about marriage and grandchildren. Killian had no desire to become a husband or a father. He already had too much responsibility on his hands.

      He lifted her into his arms and headed back to the castle, thankful she was a tiny thing. The lass’s weight was nearly nothing, making it easy for him to carry her. The castle was over the hills, beyond the edge of the River Tweed. His home sat on the English side of the river, and while technically he wasn’t a Scot, he often identified with them. Most of his servants were Scots, including his governess.

      Killian crossed over a hill and stopped a moment to catch his breath. Kingsbridge Castle loomed in the distance. The magnificent estate was glorious to behold, and he’d never tire of this particular sight. Sunlight streamed down upon it, creating a majestic view. It sat on a hill, making it easier to look down on the world around them.

      The castle was a throwback to times when medieval lords had to plan for sieges that could last for days. The large sweeping gates had long ago been renovated into actual doorways and the courtyard renovated so it wasn’t open and no longer allowed weather to stream in at will. The former courtyard had been converted into several different rooms. Over the years, the previous Earls of Thornbury had made changes. Each one constructing Kingsbridge even more impressively than before—Killian had yet to do any changes to the castle. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to. It didn’t belong to him in truth. He wasn’t really a Lynwood and didn’t deserve the title that came with the only home he’d ever known.

      He glanced down at the woman in his arms. Standing around looking at the castle wasn’t helping her. She needed a doctor and he had to make sure she found one. With a sigh, he continued his journey to the castle. A short time later, he was standing before the large wooden doors juggling her as he attempted to open them. As luck would have it he didn’t have to shuffle her for long. The door swung open wide and a large man filled the entrance. He had black hair with gold highlights. It fell to his shoulders in untamed waves. His grey eyes were akin to a storm cloud ready to unleash the heavens on the world. They darkened as he glared at Killian.

      “Gavin,” Killian said, addressing one of his closest friends. “Move before I knock you out of the way.”

      “I’d like to see you try,” he replied as he stared at the woman Killian held in his arms. “What did you do to the lass? Is this how you court a woman?” He crossed his arms across his chest defiantly. “Perhaps it would be best if you handed her over to me.”

      Like hell he would. He hadn’t harmed the lady, and it irritated him his friend believed he had. Gavin, above anyone else, should realize that. They always had each other’s back and that shouldn’t have changed because of one slip of a lass. “Move. Now.” Killian counted to three and pushed forward. If Gavin was going to be difficult, so be it. He had no trouble laying his friend flat. Gavin stepped out of his way, allowing him to enter the castle.

      “What happened to her?” Gavin asked.

      “I don’t know,” Killian replied. “I found her lying in the field beyond the castle.” He paused a moment and asked, “Do you recognize her?”

      Gavin shook his head as he gazed at the lass. “She’s a bit of a sprite. If not for her generous bosom I’d think she was no more than a girl.” He frowned as a lock of his dark hair fell forward. “Did she lose some of her clothing?”

      Killian wished he knew what had happened to her. She appeared a bit too delicate to be out in the world on her own. His protective instincts were starting to surface. That wasn’t a good thing. It would be hard for him to push her away if he continued to worry over her welfare.

      “I’m going to take her up to one of the unoccupied chambers,” Killian said. “Please have one of the servants summon the doctor for me.”

      Gavin nodded. “Would you like me to send for your mother as well?”

      “Not yet,” Killian said. His mother would take one look at the girl and scheme. “It may not be necessary.”

      Killian turned away from Gavin and moved toward the stairs. He went up and headed toward the solitary available chamber ready to use. His mother had made the servants keep it clean on the off-chance Killian would give in and take a bride. Putting the injured lass in that particular room was a risk, but he wanted to make sure she remained comfortable.

      He pushed open the door and laid her on the bed. She moaned and curled over onto her side. Her blouse rose to reveal the creamy flesh of her stomach—Killian swallowed hard and tugged it back down. The flimsy fabric tore under his fingers. He swore under his breath. The lass needed proper clothing and fast, but first he’d see to her health.

      “I heard we had a guest,” a female said.

      Killian swore again. How had his sister heard about the woman already? “She isn’t exactly a guest, Odessa.”

      “You do know you don’t have to knock a lady over the head to bring her home, do you not?”

      Killian closed his eyes and prayed for patience. He turned away from the injured lass and faced his sister. Odessa’s dark hair was pinned up in an elegant coiffure. Her dark green gown brought the color out of her hazel eyes. Her lips were tilted up into a mocking smile. She was teasing him…

      He lifted a brow. “I don’t need advice from my little sister.” Killian folded his arms across his chest. “Especially as you’ve failed to secure the match you desire for yourself. If it’s so easy, why is it I don’t have your betrothal to announce to the world?”

      She scowled at him. “That idiot hasn’t realized yet what a gift I am. He will soon enough.”

      Killian held back the bark of laughter that threatened to spill from deep inside of him. His sister had been trying her best to gain Gavin’s attention since they were children. Back then, Gavin had better things to do than cater to a girl. Killian wasn’t sure if he still felt the same way now. Odessa was a pretty girl and well set in her ways. He adored his little sister even when she irritated him to death.

      “Perhaps it’s time for you to let go of him,” he said softly. “Some men have no desire to settle down and have a family.”

      “No,” she said firmly. “I’ll marry Lord Havenwood, or I’ll have no one.”

      Killian almost felt sorry for his friend. His sister was determined to have him as her husband, and what Odessa wanted she always got. As much as he hated to admit it—Gavin’s days as an unmarried gentleman were numbered.

      “You fancy being a countess that much?”

      She picked up a vase and threw it. Killian ducked in time for it to hit the wall behind him, shattering into several pieces. He turned toward her. “Do I need to remind you we have an injured person in here?”

      She nibbled on her bottom lip. “I’m sorry—I wasn’t thinking.”

      A moan filled the room. Killian’s attention once again turned toward the woman he’d brought home. He couldn’t wait for her to wake so he could question her. What had she been doing on his land? Where had she come from? He had a myriad of questions for her and they grew with each passing moment.

      “Do you know who she is?” Odessa asked.

      He shook his head. “No. You don’t recognize her?” The lass was closer to Odessa’s age than his. Not many years separated them. Less than four years after he was born, his sister entered the world. She was bordering on becoming an old maid, but she had her heart set on Gavin. So she waited…

      “I’ve never seen her before. I wonder who she is.”

      As did he… There was something about her. It was more than her beauty—it was almost as if some part of her called to him. He couldn’t explain exactly what it was. All he could determine with a certainty was he had to help her. She needed him, and he had never been able to resist a damsel in distress.

      “We’ll find out soon enough, I expect.”

      Odessa stared down at the woman lying on the bed. She walked over to her and pulled a blanket over the lass’s body. The woman sighed and curled into it, clutching it closer to her.

      “She was shivering,” Odessa said almost apologetically. “Did you not notice.”

      He had, but Odessa reacted to it faster than he had. “Aye,” he agreed. “The doctor should arrive soon.”

      Killian hoped she wasn’t badly injured. He hated the idea someone had hurt her. He’d investigate and ask his people. Maybe they had an idea who she was and what may have befallen her.

      “Do you think it was wise to put her in this chamber?”

      Killian made himself look at Odessa. He wanted to keep vigil over the lass on the bed, but realized that wouldn’t be a good idea. Too much interest would give his family ideas. They all wanted to see him settled. Odessa wasn’t any different, but for the most part, she respected his wishes. His mother was a different story altogether. She claimed he had royal blood, and it was his duty to marry and have children. He couldn’t care less about any of it.

      “It was the only one available. Where else would you have had me put her?”

      Yes, the chamber was directly next to his, and attached through a set of doors, but that didn’t mean he wanted to marry her. If, one day, he chose to wed, this particular set of rooms would belong to his wife. As he had no intention of falling into that particular trap, he saw no reason why the injured lass couldn’t use it.

      “You’re right,” Odessa said. “The servants would have had to prepare another one. I suppose we should be glad mother insists this one is kept clean.”

      A large part of the castle wasn’t used. The servants dusted and cleaned the unused portion every other week. This happened to be the off week, and the rooms were sure to be a tad dusty.

      “Aye,” he agreed dryly. “We’re fortunate mother has unrealistic dreams of me wedding and giving her grandbabies to spoil. She’s better off waiting for you to make Gavin accede to your wishes.”

      A soft knock on the door gained both their attentions. They turned to find a small man with white hair in the entrance. “I’m told you have a need of me.”

      Killian nodded at the local doctor and gestured to the lass on the bed. “I found her in the valley. I’m not sure what is wrong with her.”

      “I’ll have a look,” he said. “But you’ll both need to leave the room to give the girl the privacy she deserves.”

      “Of course,” Killian agreed. “Please come to my study after you finish your examination.”

      The doctor inclined his head. “As soon as I’m finished, I’ll find you.”

      Killian glanced at his sister, lifting a brow. “Odessa?”

      His sister was staring at the lass with a puzzled expression on her face. He couldn’t be certain what she was trying to figure out and wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to either. In some ways, his sibling could be as meddling as their mother. The sooner they helped the injured woman and sent her home, the better he’d feel.

      “I’m coming,” his sister said and followed him out.

      The lass was in good hands. There wasn’t anything else, at that point, Killian could do for her. He’d go to his study and work. When the doctor was finished, he’d get a full report and decide what to do from there. He hoped the lass was all right, but sadly, a part of him also wished for a reason to keep her there. If she was healthy, what reason would he have? What kind of man did that make him? Perhaps he was becoming a bit deranged in his advanced age.

      He’d not stress over any of it until he had to. There would be answers soon enough, and he’d have to make a decision. Until then, he’d try his best to remove the ethereal beauty from his mind. Somehow, he didn’t think that would ever be possible though…
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      A cold breeze blew over Aubriella, making her teeth chatter. She reached blindly for a blanket, finding nothing near. She cursed and opened her eyes to search for one. Bright sunlight streaming through the window momentarily blinded her. She blinked several times, trying to focus on the room. Where the hell was she? Nothing was recognizable to her.

      “How are you feeling?” a female asked.

      Aubriella glanced up at the woman sitting next to the bed. The lady had a very old book in her hands. She picked up a ribbon, slid it into the book, and closed it before she set it on a nearby table. Her dark hair was pulled back into a braid and twisted into an elaborate knot at the back of her neck. Her beauty made Aubriella feel inferior in comparison.

      “I’m…” Her voice came out hoarsely. She cleared her throat and tried to speak again. “I’m cold.”

      The woman nodded and then stood. She walked across the room and opened a chest. When she came back, she had an olive-green blanket in her hands. She unfolded it and placed it over Aubriella.

      “Is that better?” she asked.

      Aubriella nodded as she pulled the blanket closer. “It is. Thank you.” Why was she helping her? The last thing Aubriella remembered was going through the mirror to assist—she bolted upward. The man, where was he? Had he brought her to this place?

      “Where am I?” Aubriella asked. “Who are you?”

      The woman smiled and patted her arm. “You have no need to worry. You’re under my brother’s protection. No one will harm you here at Kingsbridge Castle.”

      Kingsbridge Castle? Why was that name familiar? She wracked her brain trying to place it. She’d earned her doctorate in history and specialized in both English and Scottish history. There was a fount of information on the battles they’d fought over the centuries. She had always been fascinated with how the United Kingdom had come into being. If her brain wasn’t so muddled, she’d be able to place the castle and its location. Castles, in particular, had always fascinated her.

      “Kingsbridge,” she said more to herself. Saying it aloud helped her to think.

      “Yes,” the lady replied. “What can you tell me of yourself?”

      Aubriella chewed on her lip. “Kingsbridge,” she said again and snapped her fingers. “I’m still in England.” Of all the places for her to end up… Kingsbridge castle had always fascinated her.

      The earls at Kingsbridge had a good relationship with their Scottish neighbors and often sided with them more than the English crown. They were lucky to retain control of the lands in most cases. There was one instance where the king had demanded the earl marry a duke’s daughter or he’d strip him of the title and land. When was that?

      “Yes,” the lady patted her again. “Are you afraid of someone? Do you wish to go to Scotland?”

      Aubriella glanced up at her, startled. She’d forgotten the lady was there. Perhaps she could be of use. “What year is it?”

      It was the lady’s turn to be surprised. “How hard did you hit your head?”

      Why did everything have to be done the hard way? It would be much easier if the lady had simply answered her. Now she had to pretend a bit to be addled for her to aid her. Aubriella raised her hand and rubbed the side of her head. It wasn’t difficult to feign injury. Her head did hurt something fierce.

      “I’m not sure,” she said and winced. “Please tell me the date.”

      The lady frowned. “It is August 3, 1819,” she finally answered. “Does that help you?”

      It did, but probably not for the reason the lady thought. It gave her an idea where they were in history. The current earl was probably the man she’d seen in the mirror. He’d hurt a great deal. If her head didn’t pain her, she’d be better able to read the lady at her side. She was working on pure instinct, and so far, it hadn’t gotten her anywhere.

      “Yes,” she replied. “It does.”

      “The date is important?”

      “It is to me,” Aubriella said. It helped ease some of her anxiety. The lady, though, seemed even more stressed. “Please don’t fret over me. I have a hard head and will be fine.” At least she hoped so. She didn’t like having her gift muted. She hadn’t realized how much she’d relied on it until it wasn’t there for her to reach.

      “That may be true,” the lady said, then smiled warmly. “Either way, we’ll help you. Do you feel up to a visit with my brother? He’s been anxiously waiting for word of your condition. The doctor left strict instructions not to wake you.”

      Aubriella wanted to know their names, but didn’t want to be rude and ask her outright. The easiest way to achieve her goal was to be blunt with her own name. “Thank you, my lady.” She lifted her lips into a welcoming smile. “My name is Aubriella Byrne, and I’m in your debt.”

      “More my brother’s than mine, Miss Byrne.” She sat on the bed. “I am Lady Odessa Barrington. My brother is the Earl of Thornbury. You’ll meet him soon.”

      So she had guessed correctly. If she was right, and she usually was, then the current earl was the son of the earl who’d been forced to marry the duke’s daughter. She’d always wondered about that particular story. Why had the king been so insistent? What had the earl done to offend him? Maybe it hadn’t been that at all. The king may have believed he was doing the previous earl a favor. When she found the chance, she’d quietly inquire about it.

      This was the best thing that had ever happened to her. The scholar inside of her wanted to dig deep and take as much information as she could home with her. If she ever did return home… Elizabeth Kendall’s journal hadn’t had a lot of information on traveling through the mirror. Her leap through had been an educated guess from the information she’d had on hand.

      “I’d like to thank him,” Aubriella said after she brushed her thoughts away. There was time to study the time period and all of the ins and outs regarding it later. Now she had to help the man she’d glimpsed in the mirror. He’d been in pain, and she couldn’t resist coming to him. The Earl of Thornbury could be that man. She had to meet him and find out. Maybe her gift would return in time to do some good. “When might I be introduced to him?”

      A soft knock on the door prevented Lady Odessa from answering. “Odess….” The man she’d seen in the mirror filled the doorframe. He’d stopped midsentence when his gaze locked on Aubriella. He was so beautiful, her heart stopped for a moment when she’d stared into his golden eyes. “I see our guest is awake,” he said. “How are you fairing?”

      She smiled at him. Her gift was returning in slow degrees, and this man’s pain stabbed through her. It wasn’t as potent as when she’d glimpsed him in the mirror, but it was enough for her to breathe sharply. He couldn’t know that though. Smiling was her way of combating it and shielding herself from any further overload.

      “I’m fine, my lord,” she replied. “Thank you for helping me.”

      He nodded. “Why were you on my lands?”

      The lord didn’t believe in pulling his punches, did he? He jumped right in and asked the question as boldly as he pleased. A part of her rather liked his no-nonsense attitude. She could get used to that if she chose to stay awhile. “I’m not sure how I came to be here.” Not a lie entirely. She had traveled to find him, so it would make sense the mirror would spit her out on his property; however, she didn’t know how it worked.

      “Were you running from someone?” he asked.

      She shook her head. More like running to someone… “I don’t believe so.”

      He frowned. “What happened to your gown?”

      Aubriella glanced down. She wasn’t wearing her skirt and matching blouse anymore. Now she wore a prudish white nightgown, buttoned to the neck. Ruffles and lace were everywhere. How had she not noticed it before? That’s right—she’d been to focused on the pain in her head and her new surroundings. She’d failed to take in her attire. Could anyone blame her?

      “Killian,” Lady Odessa said. Aubriella silently thanked her for giving her his first name. Killian… She rather liked the sound of it inside her head. She couldn’t wait to say it aloud. Lady Odessa had Aubriella’s back and chastised her brother, “I think that’s enough. Do you really think this is a good time to interrogate Miss Byrne?”

      “Miss Byrne?” He lifted a brow. “You recall your name but nothing else?”

      Hell. He wasn’t going to be easy to work with. She’d have to do the one thing she hated doing. Turning on the helpless attitude and sucking him into her thrall. It would be painful, especially with her current weakened state, but it was necessary. She closed her eyes and concentrated, reaching out for him. Aubriella locked onto the emotions pouring out of him and drew them in. Once she had a solid lock on him, she opened her eyes and met his gaze. Every inch of pain running through him now rushed through her instead. Lord Thornbury sucked in a breath and stared. His mouth fell open, and he took several steps toward her.

      “Are you all right?” He reached out, but yanked his hand back. “How did I not notice how fragile you are?”

      Aubriella was good and truly drained, but Killian was where she needed him. After awhile he’d be able to break free of the thrall, but not before she was able to get to the bottom of his pain. When she left him, he’d be a better man, or at the very least, able to move on with his life. He was the reason she’d come to the past.

      “I’m fine, my lord,” she said softly. “You don’t need to worry over me.”

      That was the truth. He shouldn’t concern himself with her. She figured he would though. It was part of her gift. If she needed to, she could appear as a helpless waif and draw people to her. The toughest people broke away the fastest—or those truly in love. Her gift seemed to cause men to react the strongest, but women weren’t immune. She had to work harder to make them see what she wanted them to.

      Lord Thornbury kept his gaze on her, but spoke to Lady Odessa. “Order a tray of food brought up for Miss Byrne. She hasn’t eaten in days and she’ll need substance.”

      Lady Odessa nodded and headed out of the room. Aubriella almost laughed at how fast she exited. Why wasn’t his sister worried about leaving him alone with an unmarried woman? What did she miss? Maybe it was nothing. The lady might have agreed with Lord Thornbury and decided she needed something to eat. On cue, her stomach growled, echoing through the room.

      “You are hungry,” Lord Thornbury said. “Food should arrive shortly. Is there anything I can get for you in the interim?”

      Aubriella shook her head. “I don’t suppose you have something more…” She picked at the lace on her sleeve and considered her words carefully. “I’d like to leave this bed, and my current attire isn’t something I can traverse the castle in.”

      He smiled. “I’ve already seen to having a gown altered for your use while you’re here. It’s one of Odessa’s old gowns. She’s considerably taller than you, but her maid believes shortening it will do the trick. She took your measurements while you slept.”

      Not creepy at all… She wouldn’t chastise him for it. The dress would come in handy later, and it didn’t matter how he managed to procure it for her. She was grateful he’d thought ahead, and at least he’d not been the one to poke and prod her while she was unconscious. Awake though—she might invite him to touch her as he pleased.

      “Thank you,” she said for what felt like the hundredth time. “I can never repay you for your kindness.”

      “Think nothing of it,” he replied, then paused. Lord Thornbury tilted his head and studied her before saying, “Though there is one thing I’d like from you.”

      She wasn’t sure if she should give in to anything. Curiosity won out in the end. “What would you like my lord?” Was it wrong a part of her hoped he asked for a kiss? Aubriella longed to feel this man’s lips on hers. He was wildly attractive with his dark hair and golden tiger eyes. He was all male, and she wanted to lick every inch of him. Down girl—jumping the guy isn’t why you’re here…

      “Tell me your full name,” he said.

      That was it? He could’ve easily gotten that from his sister. She must not have the same affect on him as he did her. He almost seemed—unmoved. He was more courteous and careful with her though. That was her gift at play. She blew out a breath. “Aubriella Byrne,” she told him. “But you may call me Brie.”

      Why had she given him permission to use her nickname?

      “Aubriella,” he said. His voice was a deep, rich timbre that rumbled through her. She could get used to this man saying her name. “A lovely name for an even lovelier lass.” He bent down and lifted her chin with his fingers, bringing her chin up so she could meet his gaze. “I think you and I are going to become well acquainted.”

      With those words, he spun on his heels and exited the room. Aubriella’s breathing became ragged and she’d never been so turned on in her life. Well acquainted indeed…
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      Killian strolled through the hall, heading toward his office. He ran into Gavin, almost knocking him to the ground. “Och, man,” he said. “Don’t you ever go home?”

      Gavin laughed. “I’ve been gone for days. I arrived moments ago. Have you been so lost in your own head you hadn’t noticed my departure a sennight ago?”

      Had it been a week since he’d found Aubriella in the valley near his castle? She’d been unconscious for days. He’d worried over her condition, but the doctor had reassured him it was normal for someone with a head injury to sleep for a few days. He wasn’t entirely sure he’d believed him; however, he couldn’t argue with him either. The doctor had trained for such matters, and Killian had been groomed to be an earl.

      He’d been relieved when the lass had finally awoken. Something about her… One moment she seemed like a fragile flower, and others she was a veritable dragon. He didn’t understand her and feared he never would. Perhaps he was turning into a besotted fool over a little slip of a woman. None of that mattered at the moment. Gavin was staring at him, awaiting some kind of response, and he had none to give him.

      “If you left, why did you return?” He didn’t want to give his friend any fuel to tease him with. If he realized Killian was mooning over a woman he’d hear nothing else from him. “Did you miss Odessa that much?”

      Gavin was fighting a losing battle where Odessa was concerned. Killian wasn’t sure why he bothered. It was clear to all around them Gavin loved her, yet he kept running at every opportunity. There had to be a reason for that. He hoped his friend shared it with him one day.

      “I have more important things to do than court your sister,” Gavin retorted as he rolled his eyes. “I’m interested in the waif you found. How does she fair?”

      Killian paused, clenching his hand tightly. His first instinct was to discourage Gavin’s inquiry with his fist, but that would make things worse. If he wanted to steer Gavin away from questions about Aubriella, he had to give him something else to focus on.

      “The lass was doing fine the last I checked,” he replied as calmly as possible. “Odessa was taking her for a walk in the garden. If you wish, we can join them. It’ll give you the opportunity to share barbs with my sister. I know it’s one of your favorite activities.”

      Gavin scowled. “I should take you up on that offer, but not for the reasons you’ve indicated.”

      Killian took a deep breath and considered pouring himself a drink. A nice sniffer of whisky sounded heavenly at the moment. Between Odessa, his mother, and now Gavin, he was losing his bloody mind. Once his mother discovered Aubriella, she’d begin planning a wedding. Her romantic heart got her in more trouble than anything else. He should be somewhat grateful for her impractical nature. If not for that, he’d not exist.

      “I may regret this,” Killian said carefully. “But what other reason would you possibly have for a stroll in the garden?”

      Gavin leaned against Killian’s desk and folded his arms across his chest. “I’m curious about your actions,” he said smoothly. “More importantly, I’m wondering why you’ve allowed the lass to remain at Kingsbridge. How is it you’ve not remembered that all females who are not family are poison? I figured you would have sent her packing by now.”

      Killian scowled. Gavin was right. He didn’t have the patience for any female. The reason he tolerated Odessa and his mother was because they were family. Sometimes, he believed he’d been cursed with a flighty mother and stubborn sister to drive him insane.

      “She was injured,” he said evenly. “I’m not an ogre. She should be allowed some time to heal.”

      “A tidy excuse,” Gavin goaded him. “You can tell me the truth. I’m your friend. What’s the real reason?”

      Hell. Gavin wasn’t going to let it go. He’d poke and prod until Killian lost his temper and punched him in truth. Some days, he wished he could find a little peace. Other times, he was grateful for the people in his life. This wasn’t one of those moments.

      “You’re right,” Killian said.

      Gavin lifted a brow. “I am?”

      “Absolutely.” Killian nodded. “We absolutely should go to the garden. I think it’s the only way you’ll let this all go.”

      He might be tightening the noose around his own neck, but it was all he could think of to distract Gavin with. Odessa would sink her claws into his friend, and he’d not have a chance to notice Killian’s fascination with Aubriella. At least, he hoped that was how it would all play out.

      “I’d rather not,” Gavin said carefully. “I’ll take your word for it. Actually, there is another matter I wish to discuss.”

      “Oh?” Killian said. “Why didn’t you say so from the start?”

      Gavin shrugged. “I had to needle you. It’s rare you do something out of the ordinary.”

      Killian closed his eyes and reminded himself to breathe. His patience was running short. He opened his eyes and met Gavin’s gaze. “Why did you travel a half a day’s ride to come see me then?”

      If Gavin had come by to talk about something, it was probably important. He couldn’t really blame Gavin for teasing him. Killian did it often enough regarding Odessa. Turnabout was fair play, after all…

      “It’s about that matter in Manchester we discussed before. They’re going to have an assembly regarding voting rights—I know you’re interested in it.”

      Ah, yes, that… He had been fascinated by the working class’s interest in having the right to vote. Some women were even demanding the right as well. He wasn’t sure if they would get very far with it, but he wanted to help if he could. If anything, it would stick it to his true father a little bit. That is, if he bothered to take the time to notice what was going on in the country he was supposed to help govern.

      “When are they meeting?”

      “In six days,” he said. “At St. Peter’s field.”

      A female’s gasp echoed through the room. Gavin and Killian turned at the sound. Aubriella stood in the doorway staring at them both. One of the maids had altered one of Odessa’s older gowns to fit her. If possible she became even more lovely each time he saw her. The dress hugged her bosom and accented the color of her eyes. He stared at her for several seconds before he noticed that her mouth was hanging open as she glanced their way.

      “Pardon me, my lords,” she said a bit breathlessly. “Did you say something about St. Peter’s field?”

      “What of it?” Gavin asked. “Have you been there?”

      Aubriella shook her head. “Not that I recall.”

      Killian didn’t believe her. Something about his discussion with Gavin had caught her attention? Was she affiliated with one of the people organizing the meeting? Was she against the working class gaining the right to vote? He couldn’t be sure what Aubriella knew, but he’d bet his entire fortune she did have some information. He’d have to take the time to uncover it, but it would be worth it if it aided the cause.

      “Do you have family in Manchester?” Killian asked. “Perhaps that is why it seems familiar.”

      Aubriella shook her head. “I’ve no family here, my lord.”

      “Here?” Killian raised a brow. “So, you do have family somewhere?”

      “Not exactly,” she replied. “I’ve no living family at the moment.”

      What a weird way to state her family was dead. At the moment? Did she expect them to suddenly rise from the dead, or was it something else entirely? Maybe she spoke of future children. Killian hoped she didn’t set her sights on marriage. Gavin would most likely marry Odessa once he got over the ridiculous curse notion. At least he didn’t have to worry about his friend taking a liking to Aubriella. Gavin’s superstitions made sure he didn’t get attached to any woman.

      “Why did the mention of Manchester make you gasp?” He still didn’t buy her answers. Something didn’t add up for him to let it go that easily. “You’ve not mentioned where you call home?”

      Her accent suggested she wasn’t English, but he couldn’t be certain. It had a soft melodic lilt to it. If he had to guess, she was from Ireland. He’d not had a lot of contact with anyone from that isle, but he’d met enough to recognize the tone in her voice.

      “I’m not an English citizen if that’s what you’re asking,” she replied. “That’s why it’s ludicrous you’re implying I’m from Manchester. Surely you knew that much already.”

      His lips tilted upward. “I’ve been wrong before. It’s best to ask questions to find the truth rather than assuming. Isn’t that right, Lord Havenwood.”

      Gavin nodded. “He makes an ass of himself enough as it is. Lord Thornbury likes to dig a hole for himself on a regular basis. Don’t think you’re special in that regard.”

      That was not the backup he’d been hoping for when he brought Gavin into the conversation. The urge to smack the backside of his head was growing with each passing moment.

      “The point, Miss Byrne, is you could still have family ties to Manchester regardless of the country you call home.”

      Aubriella fidgeted in the doorway. She remained silent for several heartbeats. Killian was starting to think she might not answer him, but she proved him wrong a moment later. “As I said, I have no family here. I gasped because I had a bad feeling when you mentioned St. Peter’s field. Please tell me you’re not going there.”

      A bad feeling? Killian was having something akin to that as he listened to her. “I can’t schedule my travel arrangements around a flutter of fear you feel. I’d never get anything done. I am going to Manchester, and will leave first thing in the morning. It’ll take me at least four days to get there, and I don’t want to waste time arguing with you about it.”

      She turned toward Gavin. “Are you going with him?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve other matters that need my attention. Lord Thornbury is a big boy and can take care of himself.”

      Aubriella scowled at him. “What kind of friend are you? There is possible danger, and you’re going to let him go there alone.”

      Killian was becoming rather amused listening to her chastise Gavin, but he had to put an end to it. Maybe this was something he could use to his advantage. He’d promised Aubriella they’d become more acquainted. Perhaps he should invite her along for the journey.

      “If you’re so worried about my welfare, you should join me. If you share your bad feelings with me, I might be inclined to listen to them.”

      He fully expected her to decline his invitation. So he was much surprised when she answered, “Very well, if you insist. I don’t have much to pack, and I’ll be ready to leave when you are. How early are we departing?”

      Bloody hell. He should put an end to this before it got out of hand. He’d been partially joking when he’d suggested she travel with him. Now though, he rather liked the idea of her coming along. He wanted to keep her close. It would give him the opportunity to figure her out and learn why she was really at Kingsbridge Castle. There was a story there, and he’d uncover every last detail of it. He had a lot to consider. Being alone with her wouldn’t be wise, and it could trap them together in an unwanted marriage—at least on his part.

      Maybe that was her game all along. Could she desire a match with him? There was no way to know for certain what her motives were. Still, the risk of bringing her along might be worth it in the end.

      “At dawn,” he said. “Don’t be late or I’ll leave without you.”

      “I’m never late,” she retorted. “I’ll see you in the morning. I’ve much to do before we leave.”

      Aubriella inclined her head to both Gavin and Killian, then turned to leave. She held her head high, chin in the air, as she moved out of the doorway. A strand of her golden red hair tumbled loose and she pushed it back in place almost on reflex. She turned briefly and met his gaze. There was fire within the lass, and it burned through him. The upcoming journey promised to be scorching in more ways than one. Killian couldn’t wait…
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      Aubriella didn’t honestly believe Killian would bring her along with him to Manchester. Going to St. Peter’s Field was an epically bad idea. She had to slow his progress to prevent him from being on that field when the massacre hit.

      She’d studied the Peterloo Massacre in depth, wanting to understand how it could have happened. The Earl of Thornbury, as far as the historical records she’d studied, had not been there. If he went, he could die, and she’d damn well do everything she could to prevent that. Perhaps that was her purpose for being in his life.

      If her calculations were correct, it was nearing dawn—the time Killian planned to depart. She skipped down the stairs as fast as she could in a confining dress. Locating a pair of pants was starting to sound good. If she could get away with it, she’d have already tracked a pair down. The persona she’d created for herself had to be maintained though. At the bottom of the stairs she stopped to see if anyone else was near. Silence greeted her, so she decided to go outside to see if the carriage had been brought around yet. If he truly meant to leave at dawn, it should be out front waiting for him.

      A carriage with a team of horses sat out front. So, Killian hadn’t lied to her. He did intend to leave soon. A groom loaded a trunk and turned to grab another. Aubriella approached him. “Where is Lord Thornbury?”

      He jerked back as if startled at the sound of her voice. “You frightened me, milady.”

      “My apologies,” she said. “That wasn’t my intention.”

      The sun was starting to rise, making it easier to make out his features. He grinned. “No worries,” he replied. “The lord should be out shortly. You must be excited to begin the journey.”

      “I suppose so,” she said absentmindedly. Where was he? She was starting to get nervous waiting for him. “Can I sit inside the carriage?”

      “Aye,” the groom said. “Do you need assistance?”

      She shook her head. “No, I think I can manage.”

      The man stared at her for several seconds before he said, “I don’t mind…”

      Aubriella fought a sigh. He was seeing the fragile side of her and didn’t think she was capable of climbing into the carriage. Sometimes that ability slipped free without her realizing it. The sooner she nipped it in the bud, the better. Otherwise, she’d be there until Killian came outside, and she’d rather be seated inside before that happened. The groom wasn’t going to let it go easily. “I can do it,” she told him. Then went and yanked the carriage door open.

      She climbed inside the carriage and shut the door behind her before the groom could object. Sometimes she hated her gifts. They could be debilitating if she allowed it. Aubriella settled in and waited for Killian to join her. Now that she knew he wouldn’t be leaving without her, she was rather glad she’d have some time alone with him. He was an incredibly sexy man.

      The carriage door swung open and she met Killian’s gaze. “Took you long enough,” she taunted. Aubriella couldn’t help herself. The words were out of her mouth before she thought better of it. “You said we were leaving at dawn.”

      “It is dawn, lass,” he said dryly. “Your definition of it must vary from mine.”

      Aubriella smiled at him. She tried to make it as demure as possible. It wouldn’t do to show her hand yet. He believed her to be fragile, and she had to let him continue to think that—at least for the moment. In time, she’d let him see her true side. She was no delicate flower in need of saving.

      “Not at all,” she replied. “I’m an early riser. I didn’t see the point in waiting when the carriage was being prepared for our departure.”

      He frowned. “But you said…”

      She waved her hand. “I spoke out of turn. Pay me no mind.” She’d have to work hard for him to forget about her earlier remarks. Hell… “Are you joining me inside?”

      He nodded warily. “Aye, I am.” Killian hopped into the carriage and sat on the opposite bench. He rapped on the top of the carriage to let the driver know they were ready to depart, then turned his attention to her. “Tell me about yourself.”

      She lifted a brow. “What would you like to know?” The carriage began to move, almost jerking her out of her seat. Aubriella grasped the side to hold herself in place.

      He studied her for several seconds before replying. “Whatever you feel comfortable telling me.”

      That would be absolutely nothing… If she said too much it could be disastrous. What was she going to say? Oh, I’m a time traveler. I jumped through a mirror in the twenty-first century and came to help you. Don’t worry though, I mean you no harm—truly. He’d have the carriage driver take them straight to bedlam claiming she was insane. The Earl of Thornbury had no background that would suggest he’d be open to the possibility of something as fantastical as time travel. What could she tell him that was safe?

      “I’m seven and twenty,” she finally said. “My birth happened to coincide with Samhain.”

      “Is that so?” He paused a moment. “Where were you born?”

      So much for him waiting for her to tell him what she was comfortable with. She couldn’t really tell him where she was born. If she did, it would lead to even more questions she’d not be able to answer. Maybe a little bit of the truth would dissuade him from digging deeper.

      “A little fishing village on the coast of Ireland,” she said softly. “Na Creagacha Dubha.”

      He remained silent for several moments. Aubriella started to believe he’d let it go. She shouldn’t have though. Killian was too curious about her to give up that easily. “What of your parents?”

      “Are you asking me what happened to them?”

      “Aye,” he said. “Why are you alone in the world?”

      Sadly, she’d become rather accustomed to being alone. Her mother died the day Aubriella had been born. She’d never knew her and only had her father’s stories and pictures to go by. Cynthia Byrne had been lovely, with golden blonde hair and light brown eyes. Aubriella’s hair color was a mixture of both her parents’, but the color of her eyes she’d received from her mother.

      “My parents are gone,” she said quietly. “I’ve been alone for more years than I like.”

      “When did you lose them?”

      A lump formed in her throat. Talking about their deaths was hard for her. She didn’t want to talk about her family anymore. The whole point of forcing herself to be a part of this journey was so she could interrogate him. She wanted to discover the details of his family history, and save him from himself. How had she let him get the best of her in the question department?

      “I think I’ve talked about myself enough,” she said. “I have no family, and it pains me to talk about what I’ll never have again.”

      “I apologize for making you uncomfortable,” he replied. “It was not my intention.”

      “Perhaps it wasn’t, but that didn’t negate the outcome,” she said stiffly. “Why don’t we change the subject.”

      If she was clever enough, she could turn the tables on him and dig into his personal life. She wanted to know a lot about the Earl of Thornbury and what made him tick. He fascinated her…

      “What would you like to speak of?”

      She couldn’t come out and ask him about the king’s decree regarding his parents. He’d probably get ticked off at her if she was blunt about it. She would have to make it his idea to depart that bit of information. For now, she’d keep it light and ask him about things he’d think frivolous.

      “What do you do for fun?”

      “Fun?” he lifted a brow. “I don’t have time for childish activities. Kingsbridge is a large estate and takes up most of my time.”

      That didn’t surprise her. She’d been staying at the castle for a week and she still hadn’t managed to see all of it. At least in this time period… In her time, she’d sweet talked the current owner to give her a tour and let her explore to her heart’s content. She’d even managed to find the honeycomb of secret passageways. A part of her wondered if Killian knew about all of them. He’d probably not react well to her knowledge of his home. She’d always been fascinated with the castle and had included it as a part of her doctoral study. A lot of the information from the nineteenth century had been lost in a fire and she’d been limited in her research.

      “What do you do to relax then?”

      He frowned. The muscle in his cheek twitched. Aubriella stared at him for longer than was proper, but she couldn’t help herself. He was too handsome and all she wanted to do was throw herself at him. Would he kiss her if she sat in his lap and begged? She shook the thought away. Thoughts like that would lead her nowhere good…

      “I read when I find the time.”

      She smiled. “I love books. You have a nice collection in your library.”

      The library was one of the first places she’d located when she’d been given permission to explore. It wasn’t as extensive as the future castle’s, but it clearly was how the collection had begun.

      “You know how to read then?”

      Why would he assume—oh, he’d perhaps thought she’d grown up poor. “Of course,” she replied. “I had the best tutors.”

      Not entirely a lie. Some of her teachers had been amazing. They had given her the drive to study hard and learn everything she could lay her hands on. She was deeply in debt because of that yearning. Her university bills were mounting, and she barely kept ahead of the monthly payments. If her stepmother hadn’t burned away her college fund to live in style, perhaps her tuition would’ve been paid for. There was nothing she could do to change that now though.

      “In a small fishing village?” Killian lifted a brow. “How could your parents have afforded that?”

      Drat. She’d slipped… He’d been waiting for her to do that too. She could tell by the glee dripping out of him and sliding through her. Damn her empathy ability… “We weren’t poor, my lord,” she said sweetly. “My father was a wealthy merchant—at least until he remarried. My stepmother was a greedy woman and drove him into debt. I still believe that is what made his heart give out.”

      That, at least, was partly the truth. Her father had died of a heart attack when she was a teenager, and her stepmother, Nora Byrne, was quite greedy. Sometimes she wondered if Nora’s attitude had driven her father to an early grave. She couldn’t prove that belief and hadn’t bothered to try. There was no point. It would have driven her crazy trying. As soon as she was able to though, she left home and didn’t look back. She’d avoided her stepmother as much as possible, and only saw her stepsisters upon occasion.

      “What happened to your stepmother?”

      He sure was persistent… “She’s dead too.” As far as she was concerned at least. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer person,” Aubriella said sarcastically. Oh, how she hated that woman…

      “You really are alone?” His voice held an edge of bewilderment mixed with acceptance. Maybe he’d finally stop the interrogation routine.

      “I believe I’ve said that already,” she said. “Why don’t you believe me?”

      The carriage hit a bump, making her jerk backward. Aubriella was starting to hate traveling in one. She never fully appreciated how much easier a car made her life until that moment.

      He frowned. “It’s hard for me to accept it. You shouldn’t have to take care of yourself. A woman should have at least one person she can depend on.”

      Aubriella sighed. “It might not seem like it, but I am all right. I don’t need anyone to see to my care.”

      Killian’s lips tilted into a firm line. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      Time to change the subject again… “Tell me my lord, what happened to your father?”

      So much for not being blunt… Sometimes a girl had to do the unthinkable in order to gain the upper hand though. Aubriella wasn’t above using the element of surprise when necessary. She sat back and waited to see how he’d respond. The ball is in your court, Killian.
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      Killian remained still, trying not to give away how much her inquiry disturbed him. The pointed question had to come from somewhere though. Why had she thought to ask about his father? What did she know about his family? His next words had to be careful, or she’d discover the hidden truth.

      “My father has been gone for quite a while now,” he said calmly. It was a lie of sorts. The man the world believed had sired him had died when he was still a boy. “Nothing but old age happened to him.” The former Earl of Thornbury had been well past his sixtieth year when he wed Lady Sarah Augustine, Killian’s mother.

      “Perhaps I asked the wrong question,” Aubriella said. “What was your father’s connection to the king?”

      Killian’s insides turned to ice at her words. She couldn’t possibly know his secret. No one, save his mother, the previous earl, and his true father knew the truth. The mad king could blab all he wanted, but it wouldn’t be believed. He’d lived his life dreading the moment someone found out who he really was, and it appeared to have arrived. The need to distract her had never been greater inside of him. This woman was more dangerous to him than anyone before her. A nuisance he had no idea how to silence.

      “His connection is no greater than any other lords,” Killian replied. “Why do you ask?”

      Aubriella tapped on the side of the carriage with her hands. She opened a curtain on the side and peered outside. Sitting there in silence was driving him crazy. Why hadn’t she answered him? He had to find out what she knew and how she’d come by that information. After several heartbeats, she finally turned to him and met his gaze. “Are you always this vague when answering a question?”

      “No more than you are,” he retorted. “I feel like finding out anything about you is impossible.”

      They were a fine pair, the two of them. Both had something to hide and were determined to keep it to themselves. He wanted to uncover every last detail regarding her, and by the end of this trip he hoped he’d have all of those answers. Until then, he could be patient while he figured her out.

      “I suppose that’s fair.” She folded her hands in her lap and smiled softly. “However, I do believe I’ve told you far more than you have shared with me.”

      “Semantics,” he said flippantly. “You act as if you know the answers before I give them. Perhaps it is I who has asked the wrong questions. What’s your interest in my family?”

      He couldn’t say exactly what bothered him about her. Something about her was damned eerie though. When she smiled, he wasn’t sure if he should yank her into his lap and kiss her senseless or prepare to be flayed. She was certainly dangerous to his sanity.

      “I find it fascinating.” Aubriella shrugged lightly. “I always have.”

      What the hell could be so appealing about his family? Perhaps he didn’t see the appeal because it was his life. She might not either if she had to deal with the stigma of being a bastard. He didn’t belong where he was, and it bothered him more than it should.

      “I fail to understand,” he said. “Would you care to tell me what it is you find so bloody interesting?”

      She brought her hand up and wiggled a finger at him back and  forth, chastising him. “Tsk, Tsk, My Lord,” she said almost teasingly. “It’s unseemly to curse in front of a lady.”

      “Are you?”

      “What?” she asked lifting a brow.

      “A lady,” he replied. Most ladies wouldn’t act as she had. He had doubts she truly was one. Her manners couldn’t be faulted, but she did the oddest things at times.

      “I suppose you might not consider me one,” she said softly. “I am a mere miss, after all. My father wasn’t high born, and perhaps I’m reaching by even being in your prestigious company.”

      Hell, he’d gone and offended her now. “I apologize,” he said. “I shouldn’t have made you feel less than you are.”

      “Think nothing of it,” she said. The carriage hit a bump in the road and bounced the carriage. Aubriella fell forward and landed in his lap. On instinct, he reached for her and pulled her into his arms. She stared at him. “I…” She licked her lips and continued to look up at him. Killian groaned and held onto her as if his life depended on it. He had to kiss her…

      He leaned down and touched his lips to hers. Fire shot down his spine and he lost all train of thought. Aubriella moaned and brought her arms around his neck. The kiss started out innocent and quickly turned toward an all-consuming passion. Aubriella sighed, parting her lips for him. He took full advantage and slid his tongue into her mouth. She sucked on it greedily. This woman had experience kissing, and he couldn’t help wondering how far that skill went. At the moment, he didn’t really care. Killian couldn’t imagine being anywhere else than in the carriage kissing Aubriella.

      Killian slid his hand down her back and stopped at the curve of her waist. The urge to yank her skirts up and touch her intimately was hard to resist. He did his best to keep his wits about him, but she’d damn near reduced him to a blubbering fool with each kiss. He lifted his lips from hers and started to trail kisses over her cheek, chin and then her neck. With each touch soft moans filled the carriage, driving him over the edge.

      He had to stop this before he went past the point of no return. As much as he was enjoying it, he couldn’t have her. With a groan, he lifted her and set her on the bench opposite of him once again. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done in his life.

      “Why did you stop?” she asked breathlessly.

      “It’s the right thing to do,” he replied. Damn his morals… “Besides, as fun as it sounds, the carriage isn’t all that comfortable for tupping.”

      Her cheeks blushed a pretty pink. Perhaps she wasn’t as experienced as he’d started to believe. Kissing was one thing, giving herself to a man would be another altogether. She wouldn’t be the first woman to experiment a little bit before finding herself tied to one man for the rest of her life. Some women didn’t even let that stop them.

      “It wouldn’t have gone that far,” she said defiantly.

      “Wouldn’t it have?” he mocked. “I was quite close to lifting your skirts and pushing myself inside of you.” Killian winked. “What’s more, you would have loved it.” If possible her cheeks pinkened even more at his taunt. He hadn’t read the signs wrong. This woman wanted him as much as he desired her. If he were a less honorable man he’d be currently in the throes of enjoying her charms. His cock was hard and ready to push the point, but he wouldn’t do that. “Rest. We’ll be in the carriage awhile, and we won’t stop often.”

      Aubriella turned away from him and stared once again out the window. She could remain silent as long as she wanted. He knew the truth. At some point in their acquaintance, they’d end up naked together.
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      Aubriella had been in the carriage with him for two days now. He hadn’t lied when he said they wouldn’t stop much. She’d had to beg him to stop at the last town so she could stretch her legs. Killian hadn’t kissed her again either. She wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved.

      “How long until we get there,” she whined and hated herself for the tone in her voice. She really disliked traveling by carriage. Why had she ever thought this would be romantic? “I’m tired of sitting. I need to walk.”

      “You walked this morning,” he said absentmindedly.

      “That was eight hours ago,” she exclaimed. “Won’t you need to change the horses again soon?”

      The jerk grew up traveling by carriage and probably didn’t think anything of this inhuman travel method. She was seriously starting to miss her nice car back home. They’d have arrived in Manchester the same day if they had it. Stupid horses and carriage—the seats were damn near as hard as a rock at this point. No matter what position she sat in she couldn’t find any comfort. She’d kill for a nice soft bed and a solid eight hours of sleep.

      “There is a town coming up soon,” he said. “Surely you can wait another hour before we stop again.”

      “Hour!” He had to be joking.

      “That’s not long,” he said dryly. “You act as if you’ve never traveled by carriage before.”

      Aubriella almost snorted. If only he knew… What would he do if she spat out the truth. Probably detour to the nearest insane asylum and admit her. He didn’t seem open to the possibility of anything out of the ordinary. If she told him about her gifts, he’d think her even crazier.

      She hadn’t attempted to read him in a while. Unless he was feeling the emotion strongly, she didn’t notice it. One of the first things she’d learned was how to shield the emotions of others. Otherwise, she would have truly lost her mind a long time ago. Aubriella closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      She expected to be hit with boredom. He was far from being in the fits of ennui though. No, this man was struggling with desire—for her. Well, wasn’t that interesting… If he wanted her, why hadn’t he tried to kiss her again? Were his remarks about sex in a carriage what held him back? It couldn’t be that bad? Oh, hell, she was feeding off his emotions. She clenched her hands at her side. His building lust washed over her in waves and almost brought her to the edge of her own need.

      Damn it. She shouldn’t have started this little inquiry. It was going to come back to haunt her. A moan escaped from inside of her before she could repress it.

      “What are you doing over there?” he asked warily.

      “I’m trying to find my center,” she said. “You know peace, love, and tranquility.”

      His bark of laughter filled the carriage. “I’m not sure those are at your core, lass.”

      She opened her eyes and met his gaze. His lips were tilted upward into a knowing smile. “Well, they better be. I have to find something to help me survive the rest of this journey.”

      “Relax,” he told her. “The town will be upon us before you realize it.”

      “You could distract me,” she offered.

      “With what?”

      He hadn’t answered her questions about his father to her liking, but that didn’t matter yet. When the time arrived, she’d get him to tell her about all of it willingly. He was already too suspicious of her. “Tell me a story.”

      “That’s not exactly my strong suit,” he said. “I lack the appropriate imagination.”

      “I think you’re selling yourself short,” she retorted. “With the proper incentive, I believe you could be quite creative.”

      He might not be able to weave a tale of adventure and enchantment, but she’d be willing to bet his hands and mouth would be magical in the bedroom—or out of it if the need be. She had to find something else to think about other than him licking every inch of her.

      “Aye,” he said. “If the moment is right, I suppose I could be.”

      Can he read her mind? No, he couldn’t. At least she hoped not. “What would the right moment be?” she couldn’t stop herself from asking.

      “Not this one,” he replied with a hint of disappointment in his tone. His expression said more than that though. His jaw was set into a firm line and left little to argue. He wasn’t about to budge on the decision he’d already made.

      “You’re not fun,” she said and pouted.

      The carriage rolled to a stop. She’d been so engrossed in her conversation with Killian she hadn’t realized the time flew by. That, or he’d lied about how close they were to the town.

      “You’re in luck,” he said. “It appears your wish has been granted and we’ll be able to take a break here. Don’t wander far. I don’t mind leaving you behind once it’s time to leave. Changing the horses doesn’t take long.”

      She stuck her tongue out. “I’ll be back in a quarter hour. Don’t leave without me, or you will regret it.”

      “I live in fear of your retribution,” he deadpanned. “Lord save me from your wrath.”

      Amusement flooded her so strongly it almost knocked her to the ground. It was a nice feeling, and it looked good on Killian. He’d been so broody since she met him. She’d done this for him. This moment was worth every ounce of pain she’d endured thus far.

      “Now you’re making fun of me,” she accused him, holding back a grin.

      “Guilty,” he said then laughed. “Run while you can.”

      She had plans to make, a driver to steer in the wrong direction, and a bladder to relieve. Fifteen minutes wouldn’t be nearly enough time, but she’d make it work. The driver had to listen to her and her shortcut. Killian had to be as far away from Manchester as possible. Aubriella rather liked the overbearing oaf and refused to let him willingly head into danger. He was lucky to have her and one day he’d appreciate that. She smiled to herself and went to work.
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      The journey to Manchester was driving him insane. Somehow, the driver had taken a wrong turn and they ended up bypassing it altogether. Killian wasn’t entirely certain how that had happened… Aubriella had been talking to him before they left and the driver had this glazed look in his eyes. Had she said something to the drive to make him go the wrong direction?

      Killian scrubbed his hand over his face and sighed heavily. Every chance she’d found, Aubriella had tried to talk him into turning around and returning to Kingsbridge. He couldn’t explain to her why he was so adamantly against it. Then he’d have to explain who his true father was, and he hated even admitting that to himself.

      The carriage pulled in front of an inn called the Stallion and Snapdragon. Killian almost snorted at the name. The innuendo alone was enough to make him snicker, but he kept it to himself. They had to secure rooms for the night and then they could move on to Manchester in the morning. The gathering wasn’t to happen until then anyway.

      “Come, lass,” he said. “Let’s go inside and see if they have any available lodging.”

      Aubriella peeked out the window and laughed. “I think I’m going to like this inn.”

      He assumed she read the name of the inn and found as much amusement in it as he had. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her, but he held it in. Killian was still rather irritated with her, but wouldn’t admit that. He couldn’t prove she’d had anything to do with the driver’s misdirection, and he’d not outright accuse her of it without evidence.

      Killian stepped out of the carriage and held his hand out to her. She placed her tiny fingers against his palm and stepped out. She tripped slightly and fell into his arms. He sucked in a breath at the feel of her small frame against his. He wrapped his arms around her instinctively, holding her in place.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, a bit breathlessly. “I’m not usually so clumsy.”

      He liked having her in his arms a little too much. Her softness meshed well with him, and he wanted nothing more than to take her inside and find the privacy to strip every inch of clothing off of her. When he had her alone, he could taste her skin and have her the way he’d been imagining.

      “No, worries, lass,” he reassured her. “I can take whatever you throw at me.” What he wanted to do was take her… He shook the thought away and set her on the ground. When she stepped out of his arms he missed her warmth immediately. “Come, let’s go inside and check out this unique inn.”

      Aubriella walked ahead of him and opened the door to go inside. Killian followed closely behind her. They were greeted immediately by a man.

      “My lady,” he bowed. “My Lord, how may I be of assistance?”

      Killian didn’t correct him on his assumption that Aubriella was a lady. He didn’t want to impugn her name in anyway. In truth, he should never have allowed her to accompany him on this trip. They had no chaperone and her reputation would be in tatters if word ever spread of it. In his defense, Aubriella kept him on edge, and he reacted to her instead of using the brain he’d been born with.

      “We need a room for the night,” Killian said. “Do you have one available?”

      “Of course,” the man said. “If you come with me, I can register you and your lady.”

      Killian frowned and turned toward Aubriella. “Will you be all right while I see to this?”

      She nodded. “I’ll be fine. I’m going to go sit over at that table and order some tea. Find me when you’re done.”

      He nodded and followed the man to register for a room. Killian was careful when he wrote in their names. He didn’t declare Aubriella his wife, but he didn’t say she wasn’t either. Instead of outright lying he omitted her name entirely and left it at that. The man didn’t question his omission. Perhaps he’d seen men with unwed ladies enough to know when to hold his tongue.

      “When it’s ready, I’ll have a serving girl show you to your room,” the man said. “If you like, you can rest on the tavern side of the inn and have a drink while you wait. Your lady has already made herself comfortable on the female side.”

      Killian stared back and forth between the two sides of the inn. The Stallion and Snapdragon did its best to separate the ladies from the gentleman. One side was as delicate as an inn could be, with all the frills necessary to entice a well-bred lady. The opposite side was loud, messy, and alcohol roamed freely. The men held nothing back and enjoyed the tavern side of the inn. There was an invisible line separating the two and each side’s inhabitants did their best to ignore what was going on across it.

      Killian sighed and left Aubriella to her own devices. He needed a little separation from her, and a drink did sound good. He headed toward the bar and signaled the bartender.

      “What can I get for you?”

      “Ale,” Killian said.

      The bartender grabbed a mug and filled it to the brim, then handed it to Killian. “Let me know if you’ll be needing another.” He left to help another customer, leaving Killian to his own thoughts. Not long after that a gentleman sat next to him. He looked as ragged as Killian felt. His hair was mussed a bit and his eyes stared at everyone warily. He motioned to the bartender and ordered a drink of his own. The man took the glass the bartender offered and downed the amber liquid in one gulp, then motioned for the bartender to fill it again.

      “Having that good of a day?” Killian asked him.

      The man turned to look at Killian with a questioning glance. He had the look of a man who’d been to hell and back. Something Killian could very well appreciate. Aubriella was enough to drive a man to drink. This man may very well be going through something similar. He couldn’t be certain until he conversed with him a bit. Something about him though made him believe they could be friends if given the chance.

      “I’ve had better,” The man replied and motioned toward Killian’s tankard of ale. “No strong stuff for you?”

      “Can’t abide brandy,” Killian replied. He’d need to keep his mind about him if he were to deal with Aubriella later. “Ale is a better drink, but if I have to drink something harder, its whiskey for me. My lands border Scotland, and it’s easier to come by.” He shrugged. “Besides, I prefer a clear head, and it takes longer to imbibe a whole tankard.” He gestured toward Brandon’s empty glass. “You keep swallowing your drink that fast, someone will be carrying you out of here.”

      “That’s the truth,” he agreed, then he lifted his glass to his lips to take a sip. “I needed it though. After this one, I’m calling it a night.”

      “Female problems?” the man asked. Killian couldn’t resist asking.

      The man groaned. “The kind that will drive a man to drink—well, debt might, but I don’t have problems of that nature.”

      Killian nodded. “I have one of those too.” He frowned and then said, “Female that is. She appeared out of nowhere and has been an albatross around my neck ever since. She’s clueless and needy.”

      He was starting to believe she wasn’t as clueless as he’d originally believed though. Some of the fog was lifting from his brain, and she was becoming something else before his eyes. He didn’t want her to realize it yet though. Before he made everything clear, he wanted more answers. As long as he played the fool, she’d let more slip. In time, he’d reveal it all, but for now, even to this stranger, he had to keep up the pretense.

      The man barked out a laugh. Then he said, “She can’t be all that bad.”

      “Trust me, she is,” he replied. She drove him insane with the smallest smile, and he wanted to taste her lips in the worst way. Aubriella had the power to bend him to her will if she wanted. Why she hadn’t tried already. Or had she? “If I could find a family member of hers, I’d pass her off. But she claims she’s an orphan and has nowhere to go.”

      He didn’t really want to let her go, but he felt he must. She should find a man who could be what she needed. Killian could never be the one to take care of her. He was a bastard and she was too pure for him to touch.

      The man frowned. “That’s rather sad. At least you’re not throwing her out to the wolves. A female needs protection.”

      “Aye,” he agreed. “She’s lucky my mother raised me to be a gentleman.” Killian glanced across the room and frowned, then turned back to the man, “I’m the Earl of Thornbury, but you may call me Killian.”

      “Duke of Branterberry,” Brandon said. He paused for a moment before saying, “Brandon, if we’re going to use our given names.”

      Killian smiled. “You sure?” He lifted a brow. “I can ‘Your Grace’ you ’til you’re blue in the face if you like.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t,” Brandon replied. “I have enough of that from the servants.”

      He couldn’t imagine holding the lofty title of duke. Being an earl was a big enough responsibility. He had a lot of people depending on him, and he feared one day he’d let them all down. This man didn’t need insight to all of his worries though. This was supposed to be congenial and fun.

      Killian chuckled. “It’s a hard life,” he said lightly. “But someone has to live it. Tell me about your lady troubles.”

      The duke remained silent for several moments. Killian was starting to believe he might not respond, but Brandon proved him wrong. “I’m not sure they’re problems or not,” he finally said. “It may be that I’m making it more difficult than I should.”

      “Your Grace,” Killian said. “I believe the problem is that she has you under her spell. If you give me a wee bit more detail, perhaps I might be able to assist you in breaking it.”

      Maybe in helping the duke, he’d find a way to break the spell Aubriella had woven over him as well. There was something about her… He wanted to simultaneously pull her toward him and push her away. It was the most frustrating thing he’d ever experienced. He was also afraid the side that wanted to push her away might succeed. But this conversation wasn’t about his problems with Aubriella, it was about the duke and he had to concentrate on his new acquaintance.

      “She has dark red hair and eyes bluer than the sea.” Brandon sighed. “I’m afraid spending the rest of my life with her will be a trial I may not survive.”

      “A wife has that effect on a man,” he said gravely. Killian frowned and then took a drink of his ale. His dark eyes narrowed as he stared across the room. “Is she, perhaps, the woman talking to my nuisance?”

      Brandon turned and looked across the room. He stared at Aubriella and a lady with dark red hair. She matched the description the duke had given him for the woman he was mooning over. “She has a dark green traveling dress on,” Brandon said gesturing toward her. “And if your lady is the one with a light blue dress waving at her like a mad woman, then I’d say yes.”

      The two women appeared to be arguing about something. He could be wrong, but they seemed awfully familiar with each other. The niggling feeling that Aubriella had lied to him wouldn’t go away. There was something between those two women—he’d bet his life on it.

      Brandon turned back to Killian and asked, “What are the chances they know each other?”

      Killian’s lips turned down as he watched the women. “Aubriella said she didn’t have family or anyone to lean on. If she’s lied to me, I think its best I find out now.”

      Bloody hell. This was going to be a mess. He could see how it would all unfold, and it wasn’t going to be pretty.
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      “Brie,” Serenity said. “Shut up before you draw more attention to yourself.”

      The last person she’d expected to see in the Stallion and Snapdragon was her stepsister. What the hell was Serenity doing in the past? How had she even gotten there? Had Trenton sought someone else to help with his mission to save Genevieve and found a willing partner in her stepsister? If so, where the hell was he? Where was Genevieve? She had so many questions and not enough answers, but mostly she had to get Serenity far away from her before Killian saw them together.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Aubriella hissed under her breath. “You’re going to ruin everything.”

      Serenity closed her eyes, ignoring Aubriella. They hadn’t had the best relationship growing up, and it hadn’t softened now that they were adults. Aubriella didn’t have any warm and fuzzy feelings for either one of her stepsisters. She wasn’t about to jump up for joy now that she’d found one of them in the nineteenth century. “I’m not here trying to ruin whatever you have going on,” Serenity said. “It’s an unfortunate coincidence.”

      “That explains absolutely nothing,” Aubriella said, irritated. Serenity had always been a bit obtuse. She wanted to wipe the smugness off her face. “If Killian realizes we know each other, he will insist I go off with you. I’m starting to make progress, damn it. You can’t let him figure it out.”

      “If I promise not to tell him we’re related through marriage, will you stop throwing a temper tantrum?”

      Aubriella glared at her. “I can feel every emotion you’re throwing my way.” She gritted her teeth. It could be quite painful to be around Serenity and made their personal relationship even more difficult then it should’ve been. “Can you roll some of it back before I punch you?”

      “I dare you to,” Serenity taunted her. “It’s been a while since I’ve had the opportunity to hit someone.” Her stepsister was driving her mad, and Aubriella had no way to tone it down. Serenity’s eyes almost sparkled with energy, daring her to give into the emotions rolling through her. “I’m not the only one throwing heat. You’re a bright red, and it’s glowing so bright its pouring into me. Calm the fuck down.”

      Aubriella blew out a breath, and Serenity mirrored it. Their gifts tended to feed off each other. It was one of the reasons they’d not gotten along growing up. Every emotion was amplified tenfold. Now that Serenity was calming down, Aubriella could breathe easier.

      “I’m sorry,” Aubriella said. “I’m overreacting.”

      “You think?” Serenity spat out. “It’s not like I intended...”

      “To do?” a strange male asked.

      Aubriella tensed when she saw who followed behind him. How much had Killian overheard? How would she talk herself out of this mess? Damn it. She’d been so careful until she’d run into Serenity. If Killian had discovered anything, it would be all her fault. She shouldn’t have torn into Serenity like she had. There had to be a ready excuse she could use, and then she remembered how she’d bumped into Serenity. She blurted the first thing that came to her mind. “She spilled her darned tea all over me.”

      When she turned to find her stepsister behind her, Serenity had fumbled the cup and spilled tea down the front of her dress. Her light blue skirt was stained from it. The tea stain was a good enough excuse. Hopefully the two men bought it as an excuse for their argument. She had nothing else to use in a defense. Finding Serenity at the inn had ruined her composure.

      “I didn’t mean to,” Serenity said. “She startled me. I didn’t realize anyone was behind me.”

      The man she’d addressed frowned. Killian’s scowl matched the other man’s as he stared at Aubriella. Serenity seemed to have found a gentleman of her own. He was almost as sinfully handsome as Killian, but in her mind, no one would ever truly compare to him. Killian was her dream guy, after all. After a moment, the other man let out a breath and sighed. “The dress can be replaced. There is no reason to argue about it.”

      “Easy enough for you to say,” Aubriella scoffed. “I don’t have many dresses as it is. How am I going to find the means to replace this one?”

      Several ladies and a few men on the other side of the room had stopped to stare at them. Aubriella felt a wash of emotions from the onlookers, but mostly they were curious. They were also hoping for a spot of entertainment. Lucky for the crowd, Aubriella and Serenity had given them a show.

      “Lass,” Killian said with irritation. “Stop making a bloody scene. I will buy you a new dress.”

      This wasn’t about the damn dress, but she couldn’t tell him that. She could care less if the damn thing was stained, but she’d made her bed and now she had to find a way to live with it. This was her cover story, and she wouldn’t back down from it for anything. Serenity had willingly leaped with her into it, and for that she was grateful.

      “No,” Aubriella said defiantly. “I’m already a burden to you. Something you remind me of every day.”

      Aubriella was starting to think Killian saw through her façade. She wouldn’t give it up until he called her on it though. Not many could slip past the veneer her gift allowed. Killian was showing signs of discovering the truth. A part of her was glad for that. His taunts about her being helpless were one of his ways of making her admit the truth. She was too stubborn to give in.

      Serenity unlatched her locket and handed it to Aubriella. “Here, sell this and buy a few dresses.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t,” Aubriella said bringing her hand to her chest. “It must be dear to you.” The necklace had come from Serenity’s mother, and Aubriella had no desire to take it. She was reluctant to put her hands on anything she had a part in—even a gift to her daughter.

      “I insist,” Serenity said. “It will go to a good cause. I don’t need it, and you do.”

      Aubriella took it grudgingly and closed her hand around it. “Thank you,” she said softly. “I apologize for losing my temper with you.” She was truly sorry, but not for what the men believed. She wanted Serenity to know that her earlier outburst had been impetuous and was begging for forgiveness. Aubriella then turned toward Killian and asked, “Were you able to secure a room, Lord Thornbury?”

      He nodded. “Aye,” he replied. “A serving wench was supposed to show you to your room already.” Killian frowned and searched the room. “Where did she disappear to?”

      “I wouldn’t know, my lord,” Aubriella said demurely.

      Serenity covered her mouth in an attempt to hide her amusement. Aubriella kept up her innocent act and threw Serenity a warning glance when the men weren’t paying attention.

      The man with Serenity leaned down and whispered something to her. Aubriella wished she could hear what he’d said. Maybe she’d ask Serenity later if she found her alone.

      “Nothing,” Serenity told him. “Perhaps it’s time to retire for the evening.”

      Killian glanced in their direction at her statement. “Please don’t let us keep you,” he said. “Miss Byrne, give Her Grace the necklace back. I will provide what you need.”

      Aubriella glance at her and lifted a brow. Her Grace? When had Serenity become a duchess? Was the man with her a duke? Well, good for her. She definitely planned on having a longer conversation with her stepsister at a later date. There was much she had to ask her.

      “That’s not necessary,” Serenity told Killian. “She needs it more than I do. I gave it to her, and I refuse to take it back.”

      “You’re too kind,” Aubriella said evenly. “Perhaps his lordship is correct though and I should return it.”

      She hadn’t wanted the damn necklace to begin with. Nora Byrne had given it to Serenity, and Aubriella loathed that woman. Her stepmomster had made her life miserable. She hated the idea of touching anything the woman had deemed a gift. She’d not see any way out of taking it from Serenity though. This was a way to undo that travesty and give Serenity her necklace back. She hoped her stepsister took it, but was afraid she wouldn’t.

      Aubriella’s stepsister glared at her and blurted out, “I don’t have the patience for this. Keep the damn necklace, Miss Byrne.” Then she turned toward Killian, and said earnestly, “I wish you luck, my lord. I fear you’ll need it.”

      Then Serenity spun on her heels and left Aubriella to her fate. The way Killian was staring at her, Aubriella feared it might not be a good one. The little interaction with Serenity had him even more wary than before. She swallowed the lump forming in her throat and prepared herself for the onslaught of questions he’d surely have.
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      Aubriella was running out of time. If Killian had his way, they’d leave before dawn. He wanted to be at the meeting place before anyone else. She’d done everything she possibly could to stall him. There had to be a way to keep him at the Stallion and Snapdragon another day. She was at a loss on how to accomplish that goal. They were currently sitting in the ladies’ portion of the Stallion and Snapdragon having an evening meal. He kept glancing over to the tavern side. Did he want a drink, or did he hope to avoid her? Killian stared down at his teacup almost—disgusted. Finally, he looked up and gazed into her eyes. Uncertainty filled her with that pensive gaze meeting hers.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet for a while,” Killian said. “What are you plotting?”

      Sometimes she’d swear he had telepathic abilities. She’d have to find a way for Genevieve to meet him and find out for sure one day. “Nothing at all, my lord. I’ve nothing to discuss, so I’ve kept to myself.”

      He narrowed his gaze. “Somehow, I doubt that entirely. You put on a good show, but I’m finally starting to see through your façade.”

      She’d been afraid of that. Especially after he witnessed her little encounter with Serenity… Killian had been rather closed-mouthed himself since then. At first, she’d expected him to interrogate her, but he hadn’t. That made her far more nervous than she’d like to admit.

      “Perhaps it is I who should question you on your motives, my lord,” she said as innocently as possible. “You seem to believe I’m up to something nefarious.” If he knew exactly what she was thinking of doing… “What are your designs where I’m concerned?”

      She had one choice open to her, but she didn’t like it. Before she took such drastic measures, she’d exhaust all other options first. Even if it involved throwing herself at him in reckless abandon—keeping him safe was her ultimate priority.

      “What would you like me to do?” he asked, lifting a brow. “You seem to be implying something wicked.”

      “Define wicked,” she taunted. She was poking the beast and liked it a little too much. “I’m not sure we are using the same connotation for the word.”

      “Quit wasting my time,” Killian said crossly. “You know exactly what I mean.”

      She did, but she’d not admit that yet. They were in the beginning stages of something far deeper than mere seduction. It was both exhilarating and terrifying. Aubriella wasn’t ready to define what he meant to her, and she didn’t think he was either. Though she had been wrong before…

      “Maybe I need you to spell it out to me in every last detail.” She leaned back on her chair and met his gaze defiantly. “I’ve been obtuse in the past and I want to make sure we understand each other.”

      He wiggled his eyebrows. “Once we’re alone, perhaps I’ll drag out every naughty word I have in my repertoire.” Killian drew his gaze to her bosom and lingered there a little longer than proper. “I rather look forward to seeing you blush pink all over.”

      Her skin flushed immediately at his words. Did he plan on seducing her? If so… She might be able to use that to her advantage. Was it possible to make a man so exhausted from sex he overslept? Admittedly, she didn’t have a lot of experience in that regard. She was no blushing virgin, though it was a near thing, as her experience level was close to nonexistent. Her one and only lover had left her unsatisfied. After that disastrous experience, she hadn’t bothered to try again. She’d felt desire upon occasion, but the physical act hadn’t left her with any inclination to try again. Perhaps with this man it would be different. That kiss they’d shared in the carriage had made her want to try.

      “Are you f—” Aubriella cleared her throat to cover up her mistake. She’d almost said fucking. She had to think of a more appropriate word… Carefully, she said, “Are you flirting with me?”

      “Would you like me to?”

      Yes, she would, but somehow, she didn’t think it was that simple. This man didn’t do anything without careful consideration. The little time she’d spent with him told her that much. Every action was deliberate and served a larger purpose. What did he hope to gain with this little interaction? She tilted her head and studied him. Heat filled his gaze as he stared at her. His desire, at least, was quite real. He did want to spend a little time beneath the sheets with her. She could take that at face value if she chose to ignore the bigger picture. “It doesn’t matter what I want,” she said finally. “I’m fine with never enjoying what you’re so clearly offering me.”

      “Are you?” he asked and leaned forward. He rested his elbows on the table, attempting to bring more intimacy between them. “I don’t believe you.”

      Her heart beat heavily in her chest. She had to put a stop to this line of conversation and fast. If she didn’t, she’d lead him willingly to their room and have her way with him. She might not have much experience, but she had enough to know what to do. “Believe what you want,” she said flippantly. “It matters not to me. I think I’ll retire for the evening since you insist in leaving before the sun rises.”

      “I’d be happy to join you.”

      Aubriella froze in the midst of standing, but recovered quickly and stood up straight. It had been on the tip of her tongue to deny him the privilege of spending the night with her. She might not be able to exhaust him via sex, but it would give her the opportunity to use her other means of subduing him. “Bring a bottle of wine, and I might let you.”

      He jerked back surprised at her invitation. Killian had expected her to tell him to go to the devil or maybe even worse. This might be her only chance to be with him, and she’d like to find out what it was like. The wine would serve a dual purpose. It would relax her nerves a bit and maybe give her the means of drugging him into a stupor. Unfortunately, that would mean no love making, but if she was lucky enough, she might have a kiss or two before he slipped into oblivion.

      “You’re sure,” he said carefully.

      “I wouldn’t have offered if I wasn’t.”

      She didn’t give him a chance to respond and walked away as fast as she could without running. Debating it wouldn’t change her mind, and she had to return to the room before him. She’d need time to prepare, and that didn’t mean slipping on something sexy. The small travel bag she’d brought with her held the item she’d managed to find before she left Kingsbridge. When she’d packed it away, she’d hoped she wouldn’t have to use it. Now she realized needing it had been inevitable.

      She pushed the door open to their room and took a deep breath. They had a suite of sorts, or at least what the regency era might consider one. It had one large bed and a table with two chairs. She wasn’t sure if he’d planned on sharing the bed with her originally, or had just been hopeful. It was time to prepare for her night with Killian. She closed her eyes and sent up a silent prayer for courage. She pulled a small bottle of laudanum out of her bag and palmed it—hopefully he wouldn’t hate her afterward, but she wouldn’t blame him if he did. She’d slip some in his glass of wine and wait for it to take effect. If she was lucky enough, it would keep him asleep well past dawn and delay their departure. If not, she feared they’d both die at the massacre…
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      Killian wasn’t sure if he should believe her. She had to have realized what he’d been alluding to. He hadn’t exactly been speaking in code. His words were as blunt as he’d dared to utter in public. The lady requested wine, and he’d make sure to get a nice bottle. Perhaps she needed it to alleviate nerves. If this was her first time, that would make a bit of sense.

      “Can I have a bottle of wine to take to my room?” he asked a serving girl that had paused at his table.

      “Wine is served on the other side, my lord,” she said.

      “I’d rather not go over there if I can avoid it,” he replied. “Could you please help a desperate man out?”

      He hoped his flirting was up to snuff. It had been a while since he’d actually tried to do it. Aubriella didn’t count. What he’d been doing with her couldn’t be fully described in that manner. He’d boldly propositioned her, and she had taken the bait.

      The serving girl smiled at him. “Will you be needing a glass to go with it?”

      That was a good sign. “Aye,” he said. “You’re a dear one. I’d be grateful if you could get both.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” she said and wandered away.

      The serving girl came back with a bottle of wine and two glasses. She set them on the table. “I’d be happy to join you if you’re wanting company.”

      His flirting either worked better than he’d thought or she saw him as a prospective client. He didn’t like to think of her as a potential lover. All he wanted was to strip Aubriella bare and kiss every inch of her skin. This serving girl would be a poor replacement for the one he wanted.

      “I’m afraid I have an appointment with someone else,” he said as regretfully as he could manage. Killian slipped a sovereign into her hand. “Thanks for your help. I do appreciate it.”

      She frowned and slid the coin into her pocket and sighed. “She’s a lucky girl. Have a pleasant evening my lord.”

      He fully intended to do just that. Denying what he felt for Aubriella hadn’t worked. Maybe having a night with her would cure his obsession with her once and for all. He hadn’t believed she would ever truly be his, and now that the opportunity to have her was at hand he wasn’t sure if he should take advantage of it. He was regretting the sudden spark of morals burgeoning inside of him. He’d take the wine to their room and determine what he’d do later. She might have changed her mind, and he wouldn’t press if she had.

      Killian picked up the bottle of wine and glasses and headed toward the room. He rapped on the door a couple of times, not entirely sure what she was doing. Interrupting her in the middle of changing appealed to the roguish side of him. Hell, who was he kidding? The idea of her naked skin would suit him rather well.

      She didn’t answer his knock, and he was afraid something might have happened to her. He pushed the door open and strolled inside. Aubriella sat at the table with a deck of cards in her hand. Several cards were spread across the table. What kind of game was she playing? Had she not been waiting for him to arrive?

      “Oh,” she said. “It’s you.”

      He frowned. “Were you expecting someone else?”

      “Not at all,” Aubriella said dismissively. “I got bored waiting and found these cards to entertain myself with.” She glanced up at him. “Do you care to join me?”

      Killian narrowed his gaze. Something had changed in the short time since she’d left him in the common room. Maybe she had changed her mind… Until then, he would play her game awhile and ask bluntly when the time was right. He could wait a little while longer to feel her silky skin beneath his.
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      Killian sat down in the chair opposite of Aubriella. He’d taken his time coming to their room, and she’d not been sure how to handle the situation. This wasn’t any kind of normal, and her nerves were frayed down to the thinnest edge. She debated whether she should be honest with him. The devious approach never quite worked out the way it had been imagined. Drugging him would be the cowardly way out. She still wasn’t against doing it if it saved his life, but she would avoid it if she could.

      “What game is this?” He gestured toward the cards on the table. “It seems familiar.”

      Aubriella picked up the cards and shuffled them. That game had gone nowhere and she had a choice. Either start a new one or invite him to play a game of a different sort. “That was something known as Solitaire,” she told him. “Though you might know it by another name, it’s similar to Patience. Have you played that before?”

      He shook his head. “I haven’t played,” he said. “I have heard of it before though. Will you teach it to me?”

      “It’s not a two-person game. Wouldn’t you rather play a game we both can be involved in?” She met his gaze. “I can always teach you this one another time.”

      She had an idea of a few they could become involved in. If this were modern times, strip poker might even be an option. It amused her to imagine what his face might look like if she suggested such a thing.

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “I think that if you’re willing,” she said. “We can do something a bit more challenging.”

      “Explain,” he demanded. “And don’t leave any details out.”

      Aubriella shuffled the cards and considered her next words. She set the deck in the middle of the table and rapped her knuckles on them. “Are you a betting man?”

      “Depends on the odds,” he replied. “And the stakes.”

      She grinned. A lot was on the line and she was willing to lay herself bare to win. “Let’s play a good ole’ game of war. Have you played before?”

      “Aye,” he said. “I’m familiar with how it works. What are we betting on?”

      This was where she had to be careful. She didn’t mind losing in general, but not when his life was the thing she’d be forced to relinquish. “We’ll divide the cards up in the usual manner. For every hand each of us wins, we have to answer a question from the other person.”

      He frowned. “Even if we don’t like what the answer is?”

      This was the difficult part. She kept her secrets close to the chest, and he did the same. He was hiding something regarding his family, and her curious nature wanted to uncover every last one of them. Killian didn’t believe her regarding her family. If he asked about them, she’d be forced to tell the truth.

      “Especially then,” she agreed. “This is the one chance we’ll have to find what we seek. Do you think you can handle it?”

      “Aye,” he said. “But that’s not a bet in the traditional sense. Usually the one that wins gains a boon at the end.”

      “By all means,” she agreed. “We can’t negate that aspect. At the end of the game, the victor wins the spoils. Whoever wins can demand something from the other person, and they have to comply.”

      She had to win. This was her one chance to keep him with her. He might not like it, but he would do it. His honor wouldn’t allow him to do anything different. She didn’t quite understand why he was so insistent to attend the gathering in Manchester anyway. He didn’t exactly have a horse in this particular race.

      “Deal,” he said. “Let’s see where this leads us.”

      Aubriella divided the deck of cards up evenly between them. There was potentially twenty-six questions she would have to answer. That was the worst-case scenario though. The odds of her losing each round were slim. After she set the last card down she picked up her stack of cards and then glanced up at him. “Are you ready?”

      He nodded. “Flip your first card over.”

      They simultaneously flipped their cards over. He had a ten and hers was a three. She gulped down a lump in her throat. Would she be able to handle his question and answer it as truthfully as she’d like?

      “What’s your first question?” she asked as he swiped the card over to his side of the table. “Make it a good one.”

      He grinned. “I’ll go easy on you with the first one.”

      “No need to,” she replied. “I was aware of the stakes when we began this game.”

      Secretly she hoped he would go easy on her though. She didn’t want to see the light go out in his eyes if she had to tell him she was a time traveler. He’d probably not believe her.

      “Tell me why you were really on my lands,” he demanded.

      That one was actually easy enough to answer. “To save you.”

      “That makes no bloody sense. I don’t need saving. Try that one again.”

      She shook her head and smiled. “I answered truthfully, my lord. I don’t owe you any more answers than that. If you want to know more, you’ll have to win another round.”

      His brows scrunched together. He hadn’t liked that answer, and he was dying to dig in and make her tell him more. Even if she couldn’t feel his frustration, the determined look on his face would have given that away. The muscles in his cheek twitched as he clenched his jaw.

      “Very well,” he said. “Another round. Flip a card, lass.”

      She held back the grin that wanted to sprout and did as he suggested. This time she won the round and could demand he answer a question. She should go easy on him, but the mercenary inside of her wouldn’t let her. “Are you ready?” she asked.

      “Get it over with,” he gritted out.

      She licked her lips. He stared as her tongue slid over them. His lust washed over her, raising her own desire to new heights. Killian would abandon this game if she suggested they get naked. She was still willing to do that, but later. This was too important to abandon yet.

      “Was the former earl your father?”

      She had some suspicions but couldn’t prove them. His answer would tell her if she was heading in the correct direction. The glare he shot her told her far more than his words ever would. He wasn’t particularly happy with her.

      “No,” he said reluctantly.

      Aubriella wanted to press him, but left it alone. The rules of their little exchange were clear. If she wanted to know more she’d have to win another round. She could wait until then.

      She reached for a card and flipped it over. Apprehensively, Killian did the same. He won again and let out a slow breath. Wow, he really didn’t want to answer the next question. His luck wouldn’t hold out all evening though. They still had to do this twenty-three more times. If he was this nervous, what did he think she’d do with the information she gathered? He already admitted the earl wasn’t his father. Surely that was more dangerous than who had really sired him.

      “Your move, my lord,” she reminded him. “What would you like to know?”

      “Why do you think I need saving?”

      He probably wouldn’t like the simple answer of because you’re a bloody fool… “We’re here, aren’t we? You’re about to go walk into a dangerous situation that you might not make it out alive from. I could ask you why you’re suicidal, but I won’t.”

      He opened his mouth and closed it quickly. “It’s hard not to ask a follow up question immediately. I didn’t think this through. Your assumption is rather silly though. There’s nothing that’s going to end my life in this village.”

      “Not here, no,” she agreed, but didn’t expand on her reply. He could think of that what he would. “Let’s continue.”

      They flipped the cards several more times. She won each round, but didn’t press him on who his father was—yet. That was a question she wanted him to give her willingly. They were down to four cards each and his frustration grew with each flip of the card. They both turned over a card, and he shouted with excitement. “About bloody time I won again.”

      She smiled. “It was bound to happen eventually. What’s your question?”

      “This one might be a little difficult for you to answer,” he warned her. “But I would like to understand something. I realize you said you’re here to save me, but there was no way for you to know I was in danger. I made no decision to travel until the day before we left. You arrived a sennight before that.”

      “I don’t hear a question in there,” she said warily.

      “Are you a witch?”

      She laughed. “I’ve been called that by my stepsisters from time to time, but no, I’m not.” Aubriella sighed. “It might be easier to explain to you what my particular gift is.” She decided to go easy on him and give him more than what he’d asked her for.

      “And that is?” He lifted a brow. Skepticism spread through him like wildfire. That, and he hadn’t even learned about her time traveling aspect…

      “I’m an empath,” she said. “Emotions are a part of me on a much deeper level. I don’t have the power to see the future.”

      He chuckled lightly. “Is that all? Most women feel more than men anyway.”

      “Not the way I do,” she told him. “It’s all right if you don’t believe me.”

      She picked up her cards ready to let it go. If he didn’t want to understand her, then she wouldn’t force him to. The game still had to be won, and she was ahead in the stakes. Truthfully, they could end it now and she’d still win.

      “You honestly believe this,” he said quietly. “Tell me what it’s like to be you.”

      She glanced up at him and felt his sincerity. He did want to understand, and she’d dismissed him out of habit. Aubriella took a deep breath and tried to describe it. “When I let my shields down, I feel everything from everyone around me. Sometimes, when they are particularly strong, they can cross over from enormous distances.” She paused a moment. “Would you like a demonstration?”

      He nodded. “If you think it would help.”

      She closed her eyes and lowered her shield a fraction, reaching out to him. His emotions were a mixture of hope, disbelief, and… Her eyes flew open and she met his gaze. That couldn’t have been right. She tilted her head and studied him. “You love me?”

      “What?” He stood up and knocked the table over in his haste to put distance between them. “That’s ridiculous…

      No man wanted to have feelings he wasn’t sure of himself thrown at him. Aubriella should have thought better of it, but they’d surprised her so much she couldn’t stop herself. What was she going to do now? He would close himself off to her, and she might not get anywhere with him. Perhaps if she gave him something to focus on other than that particular blunder, he’d let it go. “What if I told you something even more outlandish?”

      “I think we have had enough surprises for one night, don’t you?”

      Her heart was breaking inside of her chest. She’d fucked up good this time. “I know you have more questions. How about I give some of them to you freely, and if you still don’t want to talk anymore, I’ll leave quietly.”

      Killian had been pacing the room like a caged tiger. She couldn’t stand seeing him so uncertain. He froze at her words and ordered, “You’re not going anywhere. You leave this room, and I’ll hunt you down and bring you back in seconds.”

      She smiled and crossed over to him. With each step she took, she unbuttoned the top of her dress. When she reached him, it was completely undone, allowing her to push it over her shoulders. Killian stared down at her as her dress pooled at her ankles. Every decision she made led her to this moment with this man.

      “What are you doing?” His voice was hoarse and filled with an indefinable emotion.

      “Giving you something words can’t,” she replied. “Please…”

      After that, no other words were necessary. He yanked her into his arms and pressed his lips to hers. She wrapped her arms around him and reveled in the desire flowing over them. A million sensations tingled across her skin, almost overwhelming her. Her breath hitched for a moment as she tried to regain control of her emotions. Killian lifted her and carried her toward the bed. He set her down on the floor in front of it and tore off her shift. His gaze raked over her naked flesh, and she blushed as pink as he thought she would. Fire spread through her belly and he’d barely touched her.

      When his mouth covered one of her nipples, her moans echoed through the room. He brought one of his hands to cup her mound. He skimmed her clit with his finger, and he pushed another deep inside of her. How had she gone her entire life and never felt anything like this before. Emotions were her thing, but this—it was indescribable. She wanted to beg him to give her more. As soon as she thought she couldn’t take more, he proved her wrong. Her moans of pleasure filled the room as she experienced her first climax.

      She should have found someone to give her this sooner, but then she’d never have found Killian. Aubriella couldn’t imagine doing this with anyone other than him. Killian picked her up and set her on the bed and removed all of his clothing. He joined her moments later, settling between her thighs. His cock was hard and thick as he pressed himself inside of her. It burned with each movement. Aubriella wrapped her legs around his waist and met every one of his thrusts. She scraped her nails across his back as her peak started to build again.

      Killian kissed her everywhere, her cheek, her lips, down the side of her neck. He whispered words of love and lust. Each one bringing her even closer to the edge, and when her orgasm hit, the world went black and she opened her mouth to cry out, but the world went black. For the first time in her life she was overloaded with emotion.
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      Killian’s climax hit the same time Aubriella’s had. He’d never felt anything like it, and he didn’t think he ever would again. When she’d blurted that he loved her, it had scared him. Love was the one thing he hadn’t thought he’d find and never wanted to. He hadn’t realized it, but somehow in the short time he’d been with Aubriella, he had fallen hard for her. This little sprite of a woman had buried herself inside his heart and not let go. It didn’t matter anymore what her secrets were. She owned his heart.

      He rolled off of her and pulled her next to him. “Lass,” he said.

      Silence echoed back and fear filled him. Had he hurt her? He sat up and stared down at Aubriella. Her eyes were open, but her face was blank. Why wasn’t she reacting? He brought his hand up to brush her hair away.

      “Aubriella,” he said trying to rein in his panic. “What’s wrong?”

      She didn’t even blink. He placed his hand over her heart and felt it beating rapidly against his palm. Why was she so quiet? What had he done to her?

      “No,” he said desperately. He was on the brink of shaking her when she finally blinked. Her eyes were still unfocused, but he took the movement as a sign. What had she said before? She was an empath and felt emotions stronger than anyone else.

      “Darling,” he said, kissing her head. “You were right. I do love you and I’m so sorry my first instinct was to push you away. Please don’t leave me now. I’d never survive it.”

      She blinked again and her lips twitched. Was she trying to smile? Her tongue darted out and she swiped it across them. He breathed a sigh of relief at the movement. She brought her hand up to cup his cheek, but still hadn’t spoken. What was she trying to tell him?

      “I didn’t tell you my biggest secret,” he said. “When you asked if the former earl was my father I started to panic. I didn’t think anyone realized I was a bastard. But my biggest shame is who my father is.”

      “Who?” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but he understood it.

      “The prince regent,” he said disgustedly. “My mother was one of the Queen’s ladies. She lived at court and caught Prinny’s eye. When she ended up pregnant, the king arranged her marriage to the earl. She was the Duke of Blackbourne’s daughter, and the scandal would have been too great for them to risk.”

      Aubriella chuckled lightly. “I always knew you were a real prince.”

      He scowled. “I’m nothing of the sort. I’m a bastard and shouldn’t have been given the former earl’s title. Odessa is his daughter in truth though. No one questions it because my coloring was too similar to the old man’s.”

      “Consider it a blessing,” she said. “Some things were meant to be. Your mother was better off married to him, and you’re here for both of them. Don’t you think it’s time to stop feeling guilty for circumstances beyond your control? You didn’t ask for any of this.”

      She was right, but he loathed to admit it. “I know.”

      “I’m sorry I freaked you out,” she said. “I’ve never overloaded before. It took me a minute to yank my shields back up. It shouldn’t happen again.”

      “It better not,” he declared. “My heart couldn’t take it.”

      That had to be the most terrifying thing he’d ever experience. For a moment, he’d thought he killed her or at least something inside of her. It had been a bit of a wakeup he’d desperately needed. If not for her minor meltdown, he’d have been a stubborn fool a bit longer than necessary.

      “What secrets are you keeping from me?” he asked lightly.

      “Nothing much,” she said flippantly. “Other than I’m from a couple hundred years in the future.”

      Killian blinked several times. He had to have heard her wrong. “Come again?”

      “Don’t make me repeat myself,” she ordered. “You heard me.”

      He had, but that didn’t mean any of it made sense. There were a lot of little details about her that he hadn’t been able to explain. She had odd phrasing from time to time, and then there was her weird description of her family. What had she said? None of them were alive at the moment. Did that mean they were alive? It was too much for him to take in all at once.

      “Lass, that is impossible,” he said, bewildered.

      She sighed. “I suppose it was too much to ask for you to accept it without digging for more information.”

      “Would you, in my place?” he countered.

      He wanted to believe her, but he was having difficulty grasping the concept. Time travel? It made his head hurt thinking of the possibilities. She’d claimed to have come to save him. Had she? Was there more he didn’t fully understand?

      “No,” she agreed. “It’s not in my nature to take something at face value. In your place, I’d be skeptical too. I will explain a little bit now, and maybe later we can go into more detail if that’s all right with you.”

      He wanted to say no. The need for answers filled him, as did the need to demand them, but for her, he’d find some patience. “Give me the basics, and later you can bridge the gaps.”

      She remained quiet for a few moments and then began to speak. “It started when my cousin went missing. Genevieve was there one moment, and the next she was gone. I went to see Trenton—the man who loves her.” She stopped and glanced at him and then shook her head. “That’s information I can give you later. To make things simple, I read in a journal how it was possible to travel through time. My gifts make it easier for me, and I knew I had to come here when I caught a glimpse of you.”

      “Your gifts told you that?” He tried to control his feelings because they might overwhelm her, but it was becoming difficult to hold them back. “I’m not so sure I will be able to believe all of this with no proof to back it up.”

      “I see your point.” She nibbled on her bottom lip. “What can I do to make you see I’m telling the truth?”

      He wasn’t sure. Was there any way to do that? “Can you at least try?”

      “I’ll do my best on one condition,” she said. “Stay here with me tomorrow and forget about that meeting.”

      “Why does it mean so much to you?” he asked.

      He didn’t begin to understand what her motivations were. If she was truly from the future, she might know something about the meeting in Manchester.

      “Because if you go,” she said emphatically. “You could die, and I can’t live with that.” And then she explained the massacre to him and what might happen if he went. As he listened, he couldn’t help but start to believe her tale. Either way, the outcome of the meeting would be telling. If it went as she described, it was a clear indicator she was from the future. He could take her at her word for now and give her some peace. When it was all over, he’d have the truth either way. Something told him that she would continue to surprise him for the rest of his life.

      Killian remained quiet for several seconds. He didn’t ask any questions, unsure how to respond to her description of the bloody event. There was one thing he did want more than anything—her. “I’m glad you’ve told me everything,” he said decidedly. His next move had never been clearer. She was the love of his life, and he couldn’t let her go.

      “Secrets are a hard thing to hold onto. Will you stay here with me?”

      He would. “Aye, I believe I will.”

      She smiled. “That’s good. I’d have hated to use the laudanum I smuggled along. It’s much easier if you stay here with me.”

      He raised a brow. “Surely you wouldn’t actually drug me.”

      “No,” she said. “It didn’t sit well with me and I’d already decided against it.” She frowned. “Can you forgive me for not being honest and considering such a drastic action?”

      He wasn’t sure how to respond to that. She hadn’t gone through with it and he took a small comfort in that much. “Aye I don’t think there’s anything to forgive anyway. We both held things back and for good reason.” All he wanted was to move forward and have her as part of his life forever. “Right now, I just want to love you again.” He leaned down and kissed her lightly. “Will you consent to be my wife when we return to Kingsbridge. I want a proper wedding with my family in attendance.”

      Maybe love wasn’t as bad a thing as he’d originally believed. He still wasn’t comfortable with some aspects of his life and how he’d come to acquire the title of earl. It was something he’d never fully be able to accept. He didn’t deserve it, and he’d do his best to make up for that fact. Aubriella was another matter. Loving her would always be the best part of his life, and he’d fight to keep her in it. If she didn’t agree to be his, he wasn’t sure how he’d react.

      “I’d love nothing more,” she said, then smiled coyly. Relief flooded him at her words. “Now stop talking and make love to me again.”

      “Greedy wench,” he teased.

      “But you love it,” she countered.

      Killian kissed her in response because she was right. Aubriella was the one he’d been searching for and didn’t realize he needed. Nothing in his world had been right until he’d found her. He’d be a prince for her if she wanted him to be, but he’d be happy as long as she was his forever. He didn’t need anything else.
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      Aubriella sat in her personal solar at the castle. She still couldn’t believe she was going to marry Killian. Her life had taken such a drastic turn she wasn’t entirely certain how.

      “Pardon me,” a male said. “You have a visitor.”

      She snapped out of her own thoughts and turned at the sound of the voice. Killian’s butler stood in the entrance. He was stiff and formal in his address. She’d learned fast that a lot of the servants had conservative ideas about how an English household should be run—even if it bordered Scotland. They were remnants of the old earl’s ideals. Killian kept them on because they were respectful and good at their jobs, but he didn’t care how a house in England as opposed to Scotland should be.

      “I have a visitor?” Who the hell could be coming to see her? “Please show them in.”

      She would find out soon enough. The butler bowed and exited the room. After a few moments he returned and announced, “The Duchess of Branterberry.”

      Ah, yes, that made sense. Serenity would be the only one that it could have been. They hadn’t had much time to visit when they ran into each other in Manchester. She mentioned that she had news she wanted to share with her, but they kept getting interrupted.

      “Hello, sister,” she said and nearly bounced into the room.

      Aubriella turned her attention to the butler. “Could you have tea sent in?”

      “Yes,” he said and exited.

      Serenity sat on a nearby chair. “He’s a stuffy one isn’t he?”

      Aubriella pursed her lips together. “What are you doing here?” She hated to be rude, but she wasn’t exactly friendly with her stepsister and didn’t plan on doing so now. They had a complicated history. “Whatever you had to tell me could have been sent in a letter.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “What’s the fun in that?” Serenity tapped on the arm of the chair. “Besides do you think it’s wise to put down on paper that both of us are time travelers? This day and age they might think we’re witches or something.”

      Aubriella rolled her eyes. “They might be a bit superstitious but they are unlikely to burn us at the stake. We’re not living in Puritan England right now.” Serenity had a passing interest in history, but she hadn’t studied it to the extent Aubriella had. She was getting her centuries mixed up. “Am I to assume you’ll be staying a while?”

      “If you don’t mind,” Serenity said. “At least the night. I promised Brandon I wouldn’t be gone long. He’d have come with me, but he had something else to investigate.”

      “I’ll inform the maid when she brings tea,” Aubriella said. The butler wouldn’t be back unless summoned. “Now tell me your news.”

      “It’s about Genevieve,” she said. “You were concerned about her.”

      Aubriella sat up. What did Serenity know about her cousin? “Do you know what happened to her?”

      A maid came into the room pushing a tea cart. She stopped in front of Aubriella and asked, “Do you wish me to pour?”

      Aubriella shook her head. “We can manage on our own.”

      The maid curtsied and left the room. Once Aubriella was sure she was gone she turned her attention back to Serenity. “Please continue.”

      Serenity smiled. “It’s not bad. She’s back where she belongs.”

      How could she possibly know any of that? “Then why are you stalling?”

      “I’m not,” she replied. “I never told you why I’m here. Not at Kingsbridge, but in the past.”

      To be fair Aubriella hadn’t actually given her the time to explain. “Why don’t you do so now.”

      Serenity nodded and explained how she followed Trenton Quinn back in time to find Genevieve and how she came to work with the Duke of Branterberry.

      “Eve was working as a governess for the duke’s son?”

      “Yes,” Serenity said. Then stood up and walked over to the tea cart. She poured tea into a cup and handed it to Aubriella, then poured herself a cup. “But that’s not everything. There is much you don’t know.”

      Serenity took a sip of her tea and stared down into it. “Peyton is sick and we had to find Genevieve to save her life. It took a lot of convincing but she finally agreed to go home with Trenton. I’m not sure if they have reconciled but I suspect if they haven’t they will in time.”

      Trenton and Genevieve loved each other a great deal. Aubriella expected that they worked through their issues. Her interest was in why they believed Eve could save Peyton. “What does my cousin have to do with your sister?”

      “Genevieve is my sister too,” she said quietly. “It’s a long story and I promise I’ll tell you everything. The short answer is Pey had one of her visions and the answers were in the past. I didn’t have a choice and I don’t regret coming here. It is the best thing that could have happened to me.”

      Aubriella’s mouth fell open. “How—I…”

      “It’s a shock,” Serenity agreed. “I’ve had time to acclimate to it and even I find it amazing at times. The thing is we’re both here in the past. The two people we are closest to in the world are hundreds of years in the future. I came here to tell you the truth and to ask you if we can find a way to be more than we were. I’d like to have family here if possible.”

      It was a lot for Aubriella to take in. “I don’t know.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “We haven’t exactly been kind to each other. But you’re right—we should find a way to let that go. How about we take it one day at a time and see where it leads us?”

      “I find that acceptable on one condition.”

      “What is that?” Aubriella was almost afraid to find out the answer to that question.

      “That we at least claim each other as family. It would be a start to take us down the path we wish to go.”

      Aubriella smiled. “I think that is a good idea. To show a gesture of my agreement we can start with my wedding. Would you like to be one of my attendants?”

      “I’d like nothing more,” Serenity agreed. “Where is the groom to be?”

      “Aubriella” Killian’s strong timbre rolled down her and made her shiver from the inside out. “I was told you have a guest.” He stopped short when he noticed Serenity. Her duke had invited them to their wedding but Aubriella had not felt comfortable taking Killian to it. It was perhaps a mistake, but she couldn’t take it back now. “What are you doing here? Do you wish your necklace back now?”

      Serenity shook her head. “No. I said before I wanted Brie to have it. I hope it helped.”

      She scrunched her nose up. “As if I’d want to keep that thing. I don’t want anything from your mother.”

      “I’m not afraid to admit I’m rather confused,” he said. He looked back and forth between them. “I thought you didn’t know each other.”

      Aubriella sighed. “I explained to you that I’m from the future and that my father married a wicked woman right?”

      He nodded. “Aye.”

      “Serenity is her daughter and well my stepsister.”

      Killian turned to stare at Serenity. She lifted her hand and waved lightly in his direction. “Hello, again.”

      “But you said you had no family here.”

      “In my defense when I told you that I didn’t know I did. I was surprised to see her at the Stallion and Snapdragon. We never did get on well, but we’ve decided we’d like to try.”

      She hoped that Killian didn’t make a fuss. It would be nice to have family in the past with her. It was also rather heartening to find out that her cousin was where she belonged and working on her own happiness. Genevieve deserved it more than anyone she knew.

      “I fear it will take me a long time to become accustomed to these surprises you keep springing on me lass.” He smiled down at her and then turned toward Serenity. “You’re a duchess correct?”

      “I am,” she agreed and wrinkled her nose. “Though I fear it will take a bit for me to adjust to that development. Brandon is lucky I love him despite his god awful title.”

      Killian’s laugher echoed through the room. “I think I’m going to like you. Are you staying awhile?”

      “Only overnight I’m afraid. Brandon won’t like it if I’m gone long. But we will be back for the wedding.”

      Her life had taken an interesting turn. She could never have predicted it would turn out the way it had. Even if she had known she wouldn’t have changed a thing. This was the one thing she’d always wanted. To love and be loved—and now she had the opportunity to have a true family. With Serenity and Killian on her side she would have a happy-ever-after only found in the best stories. But this was her life and much better

      “I’ll leave you to be,” Serenity said. “I’ll find a servant to show me to a room. If I don’t see you before I leave dear sister please know that I do care and look forward to our endeavor at a closer relationship.”

      With those words she set her tea cup down and exited in a whirl of skirts. She might not like the title of duchess but she sure seemed to adapt to the privilege of it well. Aubriella laughed.

      “Lass,” Killian said. “Please warn me in the future if I’m to meet anymore of your eccentric family.”

      “I’ll do my best,” she replied. “But I can’t make any promises. We’re all rather special and unpredictable.”

      He sat down beside her on the settee. “Can I convince you to go upstairs with me?”

      She tilted her head and pretended to consider it. “I don’t know what is it you’re offering me?”

      “Pleasure beyond your wildest imagination,” he said huskily and leaned down. His hot breath caressed her ear. “And more love than I have a right to feel. I can’t wait until you’re mine.”

      “I’m already yours,” she said. “But I know what you mean. The wedding can’t happen soon enough.”

      “Two more weeks,” he replied. “It’s the longest fortnight I’ll ever have to live through.”

      She wanted to make the time fly by, but that wasn’t in her ability. They would both have to suffer through the wait. “Didn’t you mention something about going upstairs?”

      He didn’t say another word. Killian stood and lifted her into his arms carrying her up to his chamber. He made love to her as if he’d never have the opportunity again. Loving him was perhaps the best possible thing that could have ever happened to her. Sometimes fate had the right idea and following the path designed for her led her to happiness straight from the pages of a fairy tale.
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      Tatiana Ashurst has a secret…

      …one that she cannot afford to be known to Georgian English society. But Kit Vallentyn discovers her hidden ability to wield infinitely powerful magic… and saves her from inadvertently revealing it to everyone. Tatiana knows it is impossible for her to marry him. But how can she help herself from becoming fascinated by this handsome man, who seems to extend a spell over her more powerful than any she can conjure?

      Kit is out for a wife. His instinct, however, is to go through the mere motions of searching, just to please his ambitious father who wants a big dowry from the marriage. But the one woman who he can’t get out of his mind is the twin sister of the one his father wants him to marry—the one who is plain, penniless, ineligible… and enchanting in more ways than one.

      For Kit and Tatiana to weather the storm of their desires, they have to peel away the layers of all of their secrets, to discover the simple truth of their love.
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      The whisper of silk was accompanied by the quiet tapping of a slipper in the hall outside of Tatiana Ashurst's bedroom. At the creak of a floorboard, all sounds stopped.

      Tatiana rushed to the hall to see her twin sister paused at the top of the stairs of their grandmother's London home. "Oh good, you're dressed," she said, pushing aside the feeling of dread that was slowly rising up from the floor.

      Her sister half-turned and looked back. Her face was covered with guilt; her hand gripped the balustrade. "Uh. Yes. I'm er... going downstairs, or, um... out. Yes, I'm going out. I'll be back." Her sister turned to face the stairs once again, preparing to descend.

      Tatiana couldn't allow that. She couldn't allow her sister to escape, to run away. Not this time. She wasn't close enough to reach out and grab her, though. She hesitated for only the briefest moment before throwing her hand out. Magic shot from her fingertips and froze her sister in place. "No. You are not."

      She rushed up and put a restraining hand on her sister's arm before unfreezing her with a thought. "Trina, it will be all right. We're going to do this together. Grandmama will be there, and we'll get through this—together."

      "I can't, Tatiana. I can't." Her sister dropped her head into hands that shook, absolutely shook, with nerves.

      Gently, Tatiana guided Trina back to her room. "Of course you can." Oh, how she hated being the enforcer here! But she had no choice. "I have complete confidence in you. Grandmama does as well. And you know that Mama and Papa wouldn't have sent us if they didn't think you could do this as well."

      Trina shook her head. "No. They sent us because they believe this is the only way to get me married."

      "And don't you want to marry?" Tatiana asked her sister, knowing exactly what her answer would be. They'd only discussed and dissected the issue thoroughly over the past three years.

      "You know I do, but..." Trina paused, looking miserable. Her brown eyes were dull with reluctance and dismay. It was all Tatiana could do to keep herself from folding her sister into her arms. She wanted to so badly, but if she did Trina would start to cry. Then her eyes would turn red and puffy, and she'd be in no state to go anywhere. She couldn't do that to her beloved sister, so she just gave her hand a comforting squeeze as they walked back to Trina's room.

      She really did hate being in collusion with their parents against Trina. It had always been the two of them against everyone else. They'd stood together from the time they could both stand at all. But this time... this time, their parents were right. Tatiana hated that almost as much as she hated forcing her shy, unwilling sister to make her curtsey to society and place herself in the market for a husband.

      Trina started to shake her head, but Tatiana cut her off as she opened her mouth to protest. "There is no other way. They're right, you can do this and you will. You're stronger than this, Trina."

      "No. I'm not. I'm terrified. No one will even look at me at the ball. They never do." The tears were coming back. Tatiana could feel the heat of her sister's fear radiating off of her.

      She had to do something. Something big. Something dramatic. And something fast. Their grandmother would call for them any moment. She pulled her sister to the standing mirror in the corner of her room. Firmly placing her in front of it, she said, "Look, Trina. Look at this gorgeous dress! How can you say no one will look at you?"

      Trina fluffed out the pale pink, heavy silk overdress without enthusiasm. "Well, at least I am stylish. I'm glad Grandmama allowed me the most recent fashion. I like this à l'Anglaise, without panniers. I don't think I could have stood having a dress that extended further out than my arms."

      Tatiana laughed. "You are not only dressed in the first stare, you look beautiful!"

      That comment made Trina's face begin to crumple once again. "No. That I am not."

      "Oh yes, you are," Tatiana said. And that is when she had the idea! The brilliance of her inspiration made her almost laugh out aloud in delight, but she controlled herself. Instead, she narrowed her eyes a little and focused herself inward. She gathered her magical power into her core and allowed a slow smile to spread across her face.

      In her mind's eye, she saw her sister's dull, brown hair shine with vibrancy like her own. Trina's eyes lost their brown coloring and instead glowed a brilliant green. Tatiana made her lips and cheeks ever so slightly plump and then filled out her bust-line to give her a more womanly figure.

      "Oh!" her sister gasped. She stared into the mirror, stunned at the woman she saw.

      Tatiana then focused her attention on herself. As they were now, they looked more like twins than they usually did. But that wouldn't do. She needed Trina to stand out, so Tatiana dulled her own rich, dark brown hair, and faded her sparkling black eyes to a muddy brown. She thinned her face and lips and made herself look nearly as angular as a scarecrow.  Her perfectly-fitted, vibrant, blue silk dress now hung limply on her frame.

      "Oh, no! Tatiana, what are you doing?" Trina exclaimed, horrified.

      "Much better." Tatiana looked in the mirror and nodded approvingly.

      "No! Tatiana, really!"

      "Yes, really! It is important that you look your best," Tatiana said, admiring her handiwork. "And just as important that I don't. This way, no one will look twice at me but focus all of their attention on you. Just as they should."

      "But your beauty..." Trina objected.

      "Is inside, just as yours always is. Only now yours is showing outwardly for all of those superficial men to see—and mine is hidden away." Tatiana nodded again. "This is the way it should be."

      Trina looked more closely at herself in the mirror. A small smile made her lips tremble, and tears shone in her eyes yet again. "You are too good to me," she whispered.

      "No. I love you. But if you cry, I will be extremely annoyed. I don't want to overlay even more magic on you to keep everyone from seeing red, puffy eyes and blotchy cheeks."

      A giggle burst out of Trina, and she blinked away the tears. "No. I won't do that to you. I promise." She sighed and turned herself from side to side to admire her new splendor in the mahogany-gilt frame. "It is a shame, though."

      "What, that you have to marry? I'm sure you'll find a wonderful man, Trina. You've got the entire season to do so."

      "Yes. But you won't be here the entire season. And that's not what I am referring to. It's a shame that you won't get to choose your own husband."
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      Tatiana's heart constricted at that thought. It was not only a shame, it was downright painful—and terrifying. She took a deep breath. "Yes, well. I have to pay for this gift that was given to me."

      "You pay for it every single day," Trina agreed. "You pay for it in all the training you have undergone, and now you'll have to pay for it by marrying only God-knows-who."

      "Whosoever Mama chooses." Tatiana looked down at the floor so that Trina couldn't see the tears burning in her own eyes. She hated that she would have no choice in whom she married. But again, her parents were right. Her husband would hold too important a role to be chosen lightly. She honestly didn't envy her parents the job of finding just the right man for the position.

      Tatiana took a deep breath. She was the direct descendant of Morgan le Fey, she reminded herself. She had the strength and the power to do anything she set her mind to—including marrying a man of her parents choosing. She lifted her chin and looked directly at her sister. "I will do my duty, and I do it willingly."

      "You've always taken your position seriously. You've always done just what you should..." Trina's voice trailed off as if she was about to say more.

      Tatiana nodded hesitantly, not sure what her sister implied.

      Trina flashed a sly smile. "So, why don't you put your looks back the way they should be and have some fun? You're only here for two weeks. What harm could come of it?"

      For the briefest of moments, Tatiana toyed with the idea. She could have so much fun if she did as her sister suggested. She could dance and flirt with the men they met. She could pretend that she didn't have a great destiny awaiting her; she didn't have a duty to her people. That she wasn't the most powerful Vallen in Great Britain, aside from her mother, with the ability to do nearly anything she could imagine.

      She could, for just two weeks, imagine that she was an ordinary girl living an ordinary life.

      Just the momentary thought was so powerful, so enticing Tatiana had to step back and collect herself. She had to remind herself just who she was and what she had always known would be her life—as high priestess of a magical people it was to her that they would turn for guidance. It was to her that they would come for help. Her destiny, to give birth to the Seventh, would renew the powers of her people that had grown weaker with each succeeding generation. The seventh child of the seventh child in the seventh generation would be the most powerful Vallen in decades, and it was Tatiana's duty to bear this child.

      It was for that reason, and that reason alone, that she must leave it up to her parents to choose her husband. He who would be the child's father. No, she was not and would never be an ordinary girl.

      Tatiana opened her mouth to reply, but Trina cut her off. "You deserve to have fun, too! Why can't you forget your destiny—just for one night?  Throw caution to the wind, dance with any and every available gentleman—just for one glorious night?"

      The thought appealed to her. It was downright tempting. But she couldn't. Her mother had ingrained into her the importance of her position, her duty and her heritage. It was for this that she had given up so much of her childhood. Hours that Trina had spent playing, reading and learning to play the pianoforte, Tatiana had spent studying Vallen history, botany, herbs, potion making and everything else she would need to know as high priestess. This was a part of her. She couldn't just set it aside, no matter how badly she wanted to do so—even for just one night.

      But she also didn't want to make her sister feel bad, so she smiled and even gave a little laugh. "I promise to do my best."

      "Good!"

      "But I won't put my looks back because honestly, I don't want to detract from your chances at finding the perfect man."

      "But..."

      "No. That is the condition. I will dance with anyone and everyone who asks me, but you, my sweet sister, will be the gorgeous one tonight."

      Trina sighed but nodded her acceptance of Tatiana's conditions. She took another look at herself in the mirror. The slight smile grew on her face. "I am quite pretty, aren't I?" Without her smile slipping even the smallest bit, she added, "Although, we won't know if the men who ask me to dance aren't merely interested in my money. Grandmama has not let it be known just how much Papa is giving me for my marriage portion."

      "We'll jump that hurdle when we get to it," Tatiana said, not admitting her certainty that Trina would be sought after precisely for her money. If only she could have convinced their grandmother to keep that little tidbit of information to herself. But no, Lady Ashurst wouldn't hear of it. It was frustrating beyond belief.

      Before those grim thoughts could get much further, a knock sounded at the door. Even as it opened, Tatiana knew it was their grandmother. The waft of strong perfume always preceded the older lady wherever she went.

      "Girls? Are you ready to go?" their grandmother asked, popping her highly coiffed head around the door.

      "Yes, Grandmama," Tatiana said, dutifully.

      Her grandmother came further into the room. "Tatiana, what have you done to yourself? And Trina, my, my, don't you look beautiful?"

      Trina giggled. "It's all Tatiana's doing, Grandmama. She changed both of us ever so subtly. Now, I am pretty... and she is less so."

      "I see." Lady Ashurst turned toward her youngest grandchild. "And why have you done this, Tatiana?"

      "So that Trina gets all the attention and can find the husband she is looking for," Tatiana said. "Honestly, Grandmama, I don't need to worry about finding a husband, but Trina--"

      "Does," her sister finished for her.

      Their grandmother smiled in approval and inclined her head as much as her very tall hairstyle would allow. "You are a very good sister, Tatiana. It is a generous and proper thing that you have done,” she said smoothing down the skirt of her own thick, brocade silk dress. I believe, however, that you do not account for the avarice of the male population. "

      "Are you certain I cannot talk you out of disclosing that information, ma'am?" Tatiana asked.

      Her grandmother shook her head. "It is already out there, my dear. There is no calling it back."

      "But how will we know if a gentleman is truly interested in Trina, or just her money?"

      Lady Ashurst shrugged. "You won't."

      "But..."

      "Now, let us be off. We are already much too late."
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      “That one," Lord Durrington nodded his head in the direction of a pretty girl with bobbing golden ringlets. "She looks Vallen."

      Even as they watched, the girl tripped over the hem of her dress. Her mother jerked her up with a fierce tug on her arm and saved her from flying to the floor.

      "Maybe not," Kit replied.

      "No, maybe not," his father agreed, resignation filling his voice. "How about the redhead? Redheads are mostly Vallen, aren't they?"

      "I don't know." Kit's eyes sought out the girl to whom his father referred. He found her and winced. She was indeed a redhead—vibrantly so, with brilliant orange hair and a laugh so loud it carried clear across the ballroom.

      "She could definitely be Vallen," Lord Durrington said. "Why don't you--"

      "No. Too loud," Kit objected before his father could even complete his sentence.

      "Well, you've got to go after some of them, Kit. You can't just reject every single one out of hand." His father's voice was getting testy.

      Kit sighed. He'd have to do something to appease Lord Durrington soon, or he'd never hear the end of it. And it was why he was here after all, in London at a ball, rather than at home on his estate, looking after the spring planting.

      His father's constant letters, combined with his mother's tears, had forced him from his beloved estate. He'd finally given in and agreed to come and find someone to court, possibly marry.

      His family's dreams for him were beyond anything that Kit wanted, but it seemed that really didn't matter in the larger scheme of things. It was what he was expected to do.

      For the past six months, both his parents and grandfather had been incessantly reminding him of his duty as the future Viscount Vallentyn.

      So he'd come to London and this ball, expressly to find a wife among the new debutants. His father was already becoming impatient and they'd only been here an hour. He wanted Kit to marry and marry well.

      Pressure on both of them from Kit's grandfather didn’t help things either. The old Lord Vallentyn wouldn’t live forever. Although he had an heir in his own son, he was determined to ensure the continuation of the line through Kit. And the wife had to be Vallen the old gentleman had reminded them as if they hadn’t already been aware of the necessity.

      But how could one tell if a girl was Vallen or not? It was nearly impossible.  One couldn’t just announce it to the world. Their people had lived hidden amongst the ordinary folk of Great Britain for centuries now—ever since King Arthur's time-- if those childhood stories were true.

      "Charisma," Kit's grandfather had said when the question had been posed to him originally. "Either that or talent. Some sort of talent. Go to those..." he waved his hand aimlessly about, "... salons. See who is singing. Who is painting. Who is doing something bold and exciting. That is where you'll find the Vallen."

      His father hated attending "those salons", so instead, they'd come to the first official ball of the season to see the debutants. Surely, among the finest of the ton, they could find some appropriate girls.

      "What about her?" Lord Durrington nodded toward a new girl. She had not been there for long and already surrounded by a swarm of young bucks.
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      I can't even see her." All he could see was a mass of multi-colored silk tailcoats--the colors the popinjays were wearing now bordered on blinding. Brilliant greens warred with pale blues, clashing severely with deep reds. What were these fellows thinking, Kit wondered, looking down at his own simple deep blue silk coat and his matching knee britches. He had condescended to the lace at his cuffs, but had kept that to a minimum.

      "Precisely!” his father said. “There's got to be a real beauty with definite charisma to attract a crowd like that. She must be the daughter of someone important, as well."

      Kit scowled. "Well, which do you want—someone important or someone Vallen?"

      "Both."

      Kit turned toward his father, raising his eyebrows.

      "Oh, don't give me that look," his father said. "If a girl's father is an earl or marquess, he's most likely someone in Parliament. Even more importantly, he is wealthy. If he is all of those things, there's a good chance that he's a Vallen as well. You need to marry up, Christopher. You need a girl from a wealthy, important family."

      "It's not good enough that you'll be a viscount when Grandfather dies? Not enough that you are already somebody in Parliament?"

      His father scowled at that. "I'm not nearly as important as you could be if you marry well. And your grandfather isn't ever going to die. At least not before me. I've got to see you well married. I know you—you'll never do it on your own. You would run back to Vallentyn Abbey faster than a fox in hunting season."

      "I've got work I could be doing there. It's planting--"

      "Do not start that again! I don't give a damn about planting season, crops or any of that nonsense. You will marry and marry well before I die."

      It was precisely that attitude that grated against Kit's nerves. And it made it imperative that he at least look for someone whose father had the needed political clout.

      "You're not going to die any time soon. I've got plenty of time," Kit argued. "And if you cared even the least bit about our estate, we wouldn't--"

      "You need time to establish yourself with your in-laws, so that when you inherit the title you'll start out in a good position," his father said, interrupting the argument he had been trying to make to his father for years. The man simply would not listen. He didn't care about their estate, about farming, about being a lord or magistrate unless it got him his seat in Parliament.

      But it did matter to Kit. He cared about the people, the land and Vallentyn itself. It was what he longed to get back to if only his father would let him. Instead, he must be here looking for a wife in the ridiculous, vacuous ballrooms of London.

      Kit sighed. He'd given up trying to convince his father that he was not at all interested in the influential benefits of Parliament. For now, it was easier to just go along than to bang his head against the stone wall of his father's ambition.

      "Look at that one there," his father gestured to the last girl. She was still surrounded, although they could see a glimpse of her between the men that hovered about. "She's probably the daughter of some marquess or even a duke. She's pretty. Go and use your magic to charm her. You can easily make her forget about all of the other suitors. You'll be married by the end of the season."

      "And what if she's a harridan? What if she's...?"

      "Does it really matter? All you need to do is marry her, bed her once and be done with it. You don't even need to speak with the chit except every now and again to get on good terms with her father. Look at her! I don't know that I've ever seen anyone surrounded by so many idiots all at once. She must be using magic, a siren call to attract them all."

      "Well, if that's the case, then I'm certainly not interested. You know my position on Vallen using their powers--"

      "To get what they want? Yes. It is completely ridiculous. You have these powers for a reason, Christopher. There's nothing wrong with using them."

      "We don't have them in order to create an unfair advantage over those who don't," Kit argued.

      "Well, she clearly does have power and isn't afraid to use it for what she wants, so go use yours with her." He nodded his head again toward the young woman they could barely see.
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      Tatiana could not get beyond the behavior of the men surrounding her sister. At first, they had been polite, bowing and scraping to both of them. But now there were too many clambering around Trina. Tatiana was rudely shoved out of the way—one imbecile even going so far as to step on her toes. They looked like they hadn't seen a pretty girl in years and were starving for good looks.

      Naturally, Tatiana had hoped this would happen. This was a good thing, she reminded herself yet again. This is what she had wanted. Wasn't it?

      A man backed up, nearly stepping on her. "Beg your pardon," he said, giving her a quick once over. He narrowed his eyes at her, "Are you...?"

      Tatiana drew herself up. "Miss Tatiana Ashurst," she replied before he could finish.

      His eyebrows drew together like he was thinking very hard about this. "Related to the beauty?"

      "Her twin sister."

      "Younger?" he asked.

      Tatiana had barely given a nod of acknowledgment when he turned his back on her and moved back toward the crowd surrounding Trina.

      Fury burned its way into the pit of Tatiana's stomach. She looked up and contemplated the ceiling. Why were they not outside so she could teach this dolt a lesson and call down a bolt of lightning?

      "You're the beauty's sister?" another man asked, pulling her attention back.

      Tatiana nodded hesitantly.

      "Lord Marchness." He gave her a slight bow.

      Tatiana curtseyed properly, her anger beginning to dissipate. Finally, a gentleman!

      "Could you introduce me?" he asked, his eyes sliding over to Trina and the crowd around her.

      Tatiana could hear the anger inside of her blowing into a storm. Quickly, she tamped it down before the wind and lightning became a reality and revealed her abilities for all to see. For a second, the vision of wigs flying and a ballroom full of people buffeted by a gale flashed across her mind's eye.

      She shoved the vision aside and instead imagined the man before her as a toad. Why had she never developed that power? She knew it was possible. Power over fire and the weather was all well and good, but she needed some way to pinpoint her magic in order to smite one imbecile at a time. Perhaps she could set him on fire—just a little blaze, maybe on his coattails.

      "Could you?" he asked again. "Would you?"

      "No, I will not." She turned her back on him, took a step closer to her grandmother and gave the man the cut direct.

      Proud of herself for controlling her anger and doing the right thing, she allowed herself the imagined pleasure of the screams of shock and horror that would, if they had been outside, be surrounding her in a symphony of revenge. It took so little to shock all the ordinary people surrounding her.

      But no, bringing the wind inside had not been a good idea—she could admit that now. The tantrum she’d had the year before at her older sister’s engagement party had been paid for dearly with a week’s confinement in her room.

      She’d learned her lesson and would never do that again… a torrential downpour, on the other hand... She would become as soaked as everyone else, but she didn't really mind. These people deserved... ooh, she wanted to see fear in their eyes, terror on their faces. These puny-minded men would never, could never understand how such a thing could possibly happen.

      How dare they treat her this way? Did they not realize she was an extremely powerful Vallen—probably one of the most powerful in the country? In the world? Did they not know who she would be? She was descended from the great Morgan Le Fey, sister to the terrifying Nimuë who alone removed the Isle of Avalon from the world.

      "No really, Miss, bad form." Tatiana's thoughts were broken into by a male voice—and a lovely scent of musk and something else... ink?

      Tatiana blinked. Not only had she turned back toward the flock of men around her sister, but she had also raised one arm with a vengeful finger pointed directly at Lord Marchness. Sparks of blue energy danced around the tip of her finger.

      The man, who'd gently spoken to her, took her hand and soothed the sparks away. It felt as if a warm blanket had been gently laid over her magic, effectively both hiding and stopping it before she could release it toward her intended victims.

      Tatiana swallowed as the most handsome man she had yet seen led her hand to his lips, bowing over it, as if they'd just been introduced. His dark blue coat set off to perfection the pale blue eyes set deeply under golden eyebrows. A small smile placed a dimple just under sharp cheekbones.  The temperature all around her had gone up about five degrees, but he didn't seem to notice.

      The kiss he placed on the back of her hand, sharper than any magic, burned through her glove and sent a wave of heat straight from her hand, up her arm and down to her toes. "I know you wouldn't do anything inappropriate in a public setting such as this," he said, his smile growing.

      Tatiana cleared her throat, inhaled his strongly masculine scent and found her voice again. "No. No, of course not." She made sure the heat all around them completely dissipated. Could she be any more ashamed of herself? Not only had she been angry that she was being treated in the exact way she had said she wanted to be treated, but she'd been caught when she'd been about to use magic against an innocent—albeit extremely rude—man.

      Tatiana shrank down slightly. So much for her wonderful self-control. Thank goodness her mother hadn't been here to see this. She would have been confined to her room for a week, just like the last time.

      The man's eyes slid to the gentlemen surrounding her sister. "Even if they deserved it," he added.

      "They do! You do not know how rude and, and..." She was just going to bury herself further if she continued. She had been wrong. Wrong from the start. Tatiana should do nothing, say nothing. For once she would do the smart thing and keep her thoughts, and magic, to herself.

      "I can't imagine how anyone could be rude to you," the gentleman said, shaking his head in disbelief. "Some people are simply stupid. Single-minded. Clearly, these fellows have gotten it into their minds that they must present themselves to... who is that, your sister? They will not rest until they have been out on the floor with her and proved themselves better than all the others clamoring for her attention. Please, do not take it personally. It's more a matter of besting each other than anything else."

      His voice played like silk over Tatiana's skin. She could feel his words glide over her. She nearly sighed with the luscious feeling. "Are you using magic to seduce me, sir?"
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      The man looked truly stricken as if she had just slapped him. "I beg your pardon. I was not doing so intentionally."

      Immediately, Tatiana regretted her words. He was being kind and generous, and she had said something hurtful.

      He moved a step away from her.

      What was it? Why would he be angry if she knew he used magic? She'd meant for her words to be light and teasing. Tatiana was thoroughly confused and annoyed with herself. She took another small step closer to him.

      "No. It is fine. I mean, I don't know if you were or not, it is just that you, you..." She didn't know how to politely describe how good he made her feel, and felt completely unsure of what might be appropriate in this sort of situation. He was a stranger to her and yet made her feel so good, so happy. Was that not magic? Could it have been something else?

      Now she began to question her own abilities. No, she understood magic. She knew what it felt like. He may not have meant to use his power to charm her, but she knew his voice had been laden with it. Could he not know his own power?

      The man cocked his head, waiting for her to finish her sentence.

      Tatiana swallowed hard. Putting all caution aside, she went for the direct approach. "You make me feel good. Happy. And you took away my anger, which was about to make me do something very inappropriate. Thank you," she finished, hoping she didn't sound weak.

      The smile returned to the gentleman's face. "I'm glad you're feeling better. And I do apologize for those oafs."

      Tatiana gave a shrug and let her previous anger fizzle out. "It's all right. Trina deserves it. Honestly, I'm happy she's getting so much attention."

      "Trina? Is that your sister?"

      "Yes. Ekaterina Ashurst. Would you like me to introduce you?" Tatiana was shocked by the words coming from her own mouth. What was with her this evening? She didn't want to introduce this man to Trina. She wanted him all for herself. Not that she could do anything more than have one pleasant evening in his company, a cruel voice in the back of her mind whispered.

      "No. Thank you," he said with a smile that would warm any young woman on the coldest of days. "It was very kind of you to offer, but I'm very happy here speaking with you."

      It was exactly the right thing to say—and sparked its own little fire within Tatiana.

      "But what am I doing? I beg your pardon! We have not been properly introduced," he said, with sudden consternation. He looked about for a moment. "Is that your chaperone?" he said, indicating her grandmother just behind her.

      "My grandmother," Tatiana nodded.

      The gentleman took a few steps over to Lady Ashurst and bowed. "I beg your pardon, madam. May I be so bold as to introduce myself?"

      He waited a moment for her nod of approval and then continued. "I am Christopher Vallentyn. May I beg the honor of an introduction to your granddaughter?"

      His name echoed in Tatiana's mind. Vallentyn? She couldn't believe someone would be so bold as to take on such a name. Her grandmother must have had heard of his family, though, since she didn't even blink at his odd name. In fact, she seemed quite pleased with his attention.

      Tatiana watched with a little dismay as her grandmother turned toward the throng of gentlemen surrounding Trina, but Mr. Vallentyn stopped her.

      "I meant your other granddaughter." He nodded toward Tatiana.

      Relief and happiness surged within her, but she saw that her grandmother was not at all pleased. "I'm certain you would much rather be introduced to the elder of my granddaughters," she said, turning once again toward Trina.

      "Er, no ma'am, thank you. She seems to be rather inundated just at the moment," Mr. Vallentyn said.

      Her grandmother nodded in agreement but didn't look like she was going to give up easily. "It is true. In that case, perhaps you'll be content to wait a little while? Or to come on Thursday when we will be "at home" to visitors?"

      "Thank you, that is very kind." He bowed to Lady Ashurst, but as his eyes slid once again toward Tatiana, a warm thrill cascaded down her spine. "Surely you wouldn't mind, then, introducing me to your younger granddaughter?" he asked once more.

      Tatiana's grandmother pursed her lips into a moue of displeasure, but she seemed to be caught by good manners. Tatiana could see the resignation in her eyes as she turned toward her. "Of course. Mr. Vallentyn, Miss Tatiana Ashurst."

      Mr. Vallentyn bowed over Tatiana's hand as she curtseyed. This time he didn't kiss it but instead kept his pale-blue, smiling gaze steady on her own. "It is an honor to meet you, Miss Tatiana."

      "And you, sir," Tatiana said, doing her best to keep her voice neutral and polite for her grandmother's sake—when instead she was tugged by the urge to titter and giggle like an idiot. Never in her life had she felt this way. How ridiculous!

      One small part of her heart rejoiced at having met such a charming man. Another part wept.  She completely understood why her grandmother had been so reluctant to introduce her to Mr. Vallentyn—she was here to support Trina in her coming out, not to meet men herself. On the other hand, there couldn't be anything too wrong with a brief flirtation, could there? It was just this one night and then she would go back to being the good, dutiful daughter and supportive sister, she silently promised herself, and her grandmother. She would.

      She was well aware that she could never have anything more than this extremely short time with him. And she had promised her sister that tonight she would dance and have as much fun as she possibly could. Opportunity smiled at her, so she gave her chin a lift and smiled right back.

      Tatiana lost track of Trina after that. She was too busy being completely charmed by Mr. Vallentyn. After he had escorted her in to the light dinner provided and then danced a second dance with her, he turned to her saying, "I must apologize, Miss Tatiana. If I continue to stay here, I know I will do something frightful like ask you to dance a third time or continue to hang about in a most inappropriate manner. Do say that you'll excuse me for the evening... and that you'll meet me tomorrow. No, I beg your pardon, the day after tomorrow—in the park?"

      Sad as she was to see him go, she understood his reasoning. He truly was a proper gentleman.  "I would be most happy to meet you in the park, Mr. Vallentyn. Shall we say at one before the throng of society descends?"

      "Excellent idea. I'll see you there on Tuesday, at the main gate, at one." He bowed and kissed her hand once again before he turned and joined a man who was frowning hard at Tatiana.

      Tatiana shrugged and turned back to her sister. Trina accepted a glass of lemonade from one of her many admirers, while the next one hovered about waiting his turn to dance with her. Well, there was no doubt the night could be called a success.

      She had two weeks, Tatiana reminded herself. Two weeks to spend with the charming Mr. Vallentyn.

      She did her best to make her sigh as silent as possible.
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      "Christopher, remember what we spoke of earlier this evening," Lord Durrington said in a warning tone as Kit approached him.

      He took his father's arm and led him out of the ballroom. "I remember. I remember what you said earlier this evening, and yesterday evening, and the week before."

      "Don't be rude," his father snapped. "It doesn't become you."

      Kit found it surprisingly easy to ignore his father's anger. "What do you say to spending the rest of the evening at Brooke's? I'm feeling lucky tonight, and I believe Browlington just got paid his quarterly allowance."

      "That boy has entirely too much money," his father agreed reluctantly, as they headed out the door.
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      Kit felt like he was being watched.  He looked around at the busts surrounding him and stifled an involuntary shudder. He hated his father's study.

      Lining the walls were the busts of the most influential politicians of the past fifty years. They made him nervous as if he were being watched, judged and found seriously wanting.  It was just a silly fear from his childhood; the busts were marble and couldn't do or think anything. But that didn't stop his imagination from running rampant.

      It made trying to get work done nearly impossible. He forced his attention back to his correspondence. If he couldn't be at his family's estate himself, he would have to direct operations from afar. He ground his teeth together and thought of all the things he should be doing. Who had ever decided that March was the perfect time to begin the social season? Certainly not a farmer, nor anyone who cared about his estate.

      Kit had planting to prepare for, animals to set to stud and innumerable other tasks that would not wait for him to find a wife he didn't want.

      "Kit?" His sister popped her head through the door. "Oh good, you're not busy."

      How she came to that determination when he sat at his father's desk, pen in hand, paper in front of him and an ink pot open at his elbow was beyond him. He'd always suspected she only saw what she wanted, regardless of reality.

      "Hello, Elizabeth," he said, hiding his sigh of resignation.

      She came in and lowered herself into one of the chairs that faced the desk.

      "Shouldn't you be at Cherington for your lying-in?" Kit asked, watching his very pregnant sister maneuver herself.

      "Yes. In fact, that is why I came by, to say good-bye. I'm off tomorrow morning."

      "Is Cherington going with you?"

      "He's already there to oversee some estate business," she said, waving her hand with a negligent air that set Kit's heart racing with anger.

      "I should be doing the same thing." He tried not to growl. "I can't believe I let our parents talk me into this inane..."

      "It is not stupid! And it's your own damn fault for waiting so long to find a girl to marry. If you'd just done so a few years ago like they'd wanted..."

      "I was busy trying to get our estate profitable!"

      "But that's what you've been saying for years."

      Kit felt his jaw clench in his frustration. "It takes many years to start this process, and that’s all that I’ve managed to do—start it."

      "Well, that's a shame," she said, not seeming to care at all.  "So tell me, did you meet any nice young girls at the ball the other night? Anyone with a father who can sponsor you in Parliament?"

      Kit let his head fall back against his chair. Why did he try? Why did he even try to get it across to anyone in his family that he didn't care about marriage? Didn't care about his seat in Parliament—not that he had one to take yet, but he would someday, as everyone in his family kept reminding him.

      Then his mind wandered to the very interesting Miss Tatiana. He let his gaze slip to the clock on the mantle above the fireplace--nearly twelve-thirty. He would need to leave soon for his meeting with her.

      Damn! He'd hoped to get some work done before that.

      "Oh, ho! So you did meet someone!" His sister gave a laugh. She had the ability to read minds—especially his. All of his life, she had known exactly what he was thinking. It had been annoying when he was a child and downright awkward when he went through puberty and came home from school. One never wanted one's older sister to know what thoughts ran through a boy's mind at such an age.

      "Yes, and I need to be off soon..."

      "If you are meeting that young lady you encountered the other night, you can stop wasting your time right now," his father said, bending down to give his daughter a peck on the cheek.

      Kit hadn't even noticed Lord Durrington come into the room.

      "Hello, sir," she said as he gave her cheek a pat.

      "I've learned a few things about her—as well as the other one to whom I told you to introduce yourself," his father said, settling himself in the other chair in front of the desk. "You should have listened to me and introduced yourself to the popular girl. There were so many men around her for a reason." His father paused, waiting for Kit to ask the requisite question.

      Deliberately, Kit stayed silent.

      Lord Durrington frowned but went on as Elizabeth shook her head and smiled sadly at him. She knew his tricks. "That young lady is the daughter of Baron Ashurst, and he has bestowed an extremely generous marriage portion on her. The other one, with whom you wasted your time, is her younger sister—who will have nothing. Nothing! He's not giving her a penny," his father said with an odd air of satisfaction.

      "But why would a man do that?" Kit asked. "They're twins. Why wouldn't he split the money equally between the two of them?"

      His father shook his head. "It seems as if the younger has not actually been presented. She's not making her come-out, only the elder. There are whispers that the younger is either already engaged and only here to see her sister well-launched, or her parents expect an offer for her but refuse to hear it until the elder is settled."

      "You're meeting a young woman who is already engaged?" his sister asked.

      Kit didn't have time to answer before his father continued. "The point is, this young woman you're so interested in is not only ineligible, she's not even on the market for a husband. So stop wasting your time with her."

      Tatiana already had a beau? Kit thought back to the way she behaved the other night when her sister received so much attention. No, that couldn't be right. She hadn't acted as if she was already engaged. She had been hurt at being cut by the gentlemen surrounding her sister. A woman secure in the affections of another man wouldn't have behaved that way, Kit was certain of it.

      But then that still left the question—why would her parents allow one daughter to make her come-out and not the other? Perhaps he could find out this afternoon.

      "You certainly found out a lot about these two girls in a very short time, sir," Kit said.

      Lord Durrington frowned harder. "I needed to since you are making absolutely no effort on your own behalf. I've gone from being an up-and-coming member of Parliament to matchmaker."

      Kit stifled his laughter. "No need, sir. Truly, I am more than happy to--"

      "You are more than happy to waste your time chasing after ineligible... Ah, wait now. Are you... could you possibly be that intelligent?" There was clearly something odd going through his father's mind, as he leaned back in his chair and put his hand to his chin.

      "Sir?"

      "You wouldn't deliberately become close to the younger one so that you would stand a stronger chance at the elder now, would you? No." His father dropped his hand and sighed heavily. "No. You aren't nearly that clever."

      Kit frowned. "I am not that devious."

      A smile lit up his father's face at the thought. "But I am." He waved his hand at Kit. "Go on then. Off to your assignation with young Miss Whatsername. But when it comes down to it, Kit, it's the elder you will offer for."

      Kit stood and heard his father chuckle at his own cunning. He would not get caught up in his father's scheme—it was just not right.

      On the other hand, if this allowed him to spend time with Tatiana, he would hold on to it—for now. He gave his sister a peck on her other cheek. "Good luck! Write as soon as you can. I want to hear all about the baby. I'm sure he'll be as beautiful as little Kate."

      "And what makes you so certain it's a boy?" his sister asked, raising an eyebrow at him.

      Kit just shrugged his shoulders. "Because you already have a girl."

      He gave his father a nod and headed out to meet with the fascinating, and now even more intriguing, Miss Tatiana.
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      As Tatiana sat down in Lady Bisley's drawing room, she glanced over at her sister next to her on the lush blue and gold brocade sofa. She had that scared baby bird look on her face. Tatiana almost laughed. She frequently got this way when she had to be social—of course, the night before she'd been so scared she'd completely bypassed the look and gone straight to terror. But today her wide-open eyes shifted this way and that as if she could be attacked from any direction.

      She’d managed to hide her fear from their grandmother when she’d informed them, only minutes before they left the house, that they’d be paying morning calls. Now that they were here, clearly the reality had hit her. The room full of ladies and a few gentlemen all taking tea, nibbling sweets and chatting was a little intimidating, especially since they knew no one other than their grandmother. Even Tatiana had to admit to feeling a bit uncomfortable in the situation.

      "You must be the Ashurst twins," a young woman said, settling down in the chair next to them.

      "Yes," Tatiana answered, certain that her sister wouldn't say a word, and grateful that they wouldn’t just be sitting in the middle of the room looking like lost puppies. She gave the woman a warm smile.

      "I'm Cynthia Angles," the woman said with an understanding look—she must have been in this same situation herself. She looked to be about their age, only fair where they were both darker in coloring. Her pale blonde hair was put up in an intricate array of curls allowing just a few to fall and gently frame the perfect peaches and cream complexion of her face. If her chin and nose were a little too sharp, her soft curls and flowing dress softened the overall look of the girl.

      "Is this your first season, Miss Angles?" Trina asked, much to Tatiana's surprise.

      "Oh, no! It's my second. Although I received a number of proposals last season, they were all..." she paused and seemed to consider her words for a moment. "Well, older. I want to marry someone closer to my age."

      "Oh goodness, yes!" Tatiana exclaimed. She would hate to marry an old man. A number of girls did, but she didn’t think it would be nice. She desperately hoped that her parents didn't make her do so. Her husband, after all, would have to be young enough to have seven children with her. An older man wouldn't live long enough to have that many children, she thought with a giggle.

      "I'm not certain, but I might not mind an older gentleman," Trina said, clearly thinking about this.

      "Truly?" Miss Angles asked, seeming as surprised as Tatiana.

      "Well, yes. An older man would be more mature, more knowledgeable. And more likely to be thoughtful... or so I would think," Trina said and quickly lowered her eyes to her hands clasped tightly in her lap.

      This statement rendered Tatiana speechless. Not only because this was the first time her sister had ever told her that she wanted to marry someone older, but also because Trina spoke openly to a stranger! This was not the Trina she knew so well. It was good... no, wonderful that her sister felt comfortable enough to speak to Miss Angles. It was just odd.

      "...and you would not believe the dowry my son settled on the girl!" her grandmother's voice rang through a lull in the conversation around the room.

      Tatiana desperately wished the sofa she and Trina were sitting on would swallow them both, and quickly.  She was certain her face mirrored Trina's, which had just turned a brilliant red.

      Miss Angles hid her smile behind her hand, but her wide eyes flitted back and forth from Tatiana and Trina to their grandmother on the other side of the room. "Is she...?"

      "Our grandmother," Tatiana nodded, fighting the urge to hide her face in her hands.

      "Well... I think she's actually doing you a service," Miss Angles admitted.

      "What?" Trina asked in disbelief.

      "Yes. If people know that you have a significant dowry, you're sure to get plenty of interest," she explained.

      "But from men who are only interested in her money, not in her," Tatiana said.

      "True, but interest is interest," Miss Angles said with a shrug.

      "I suppose it's not called the "Marriage Mart" for nothing," Trina added.

      Miss Angles giggled delicately behind her gloved hand once again. Tatiana could only turn and stare in surprise at her sister.

      "This doesn't bother you?" she asked.

      Trina lifted one negligent shoulder. "It does, but there isn't anything I can do about it, is there?"

      "Hmmm, I don't know," Tatiana said. She had to think about that because, surely, there had to be something they could do about it.
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      Miss Tatiana, how lovely you look today," Kit said, dismounting from his horse and handing the reins over to his groom. He hadn't known whether Tatiana would be walking or riding, so he'd come prepared to do both. Now that it was clear that he wouldn't need his horse, he signaled to the groom to take him home.

      "Thank you, Mr. Vallentyn. You don't mind a walk, do you?" she asked, watching the animal being led away.

      "Not at all. It is a fine day for a walk." He could say this because he wore a thick wool coat with his leather breeches and riding boots. He just hoped that Tatiana would be as warm in her little spencer. The military-red, short-waisted jacket didn't look like it could keep very much of her warm, if at all, but it did look fetching over her simple white dress. The combination was extremely becoming and showed off her fine figure.

      "...If a bit chilly," she said, with a little laugh.  "I'll tell you a little secret." She stepped closer to him so that only he could hear. Still, he had to bend down a touch to catch her words. "I've called upon a pocket of warm air to stay close so that I don't feel the cold so severely."

      Kit chuckled. She was obviously very comfortable with her magic. He liked that. She wasn't using her power to harm anyone, only to ensure her own comfort. There could be nothing wrong with that. He admired her pluck. She used her magic but discreetly enough so no one would notice.

      The other night, of course, had been a different situation entirely. He stopped her from using her powers against ordinary men who wouldn't have known what had happened to them.  Not only was it forbidden to use magic against those who had none, but it also would have made it obvious that Tatiana did. The Vallen, who had kept their existence secret from ordinary people for so many hundreds of years, could have been found! That was simply not acceptable, and against everything Kit had ever been taught.

      Miss Tatiana had clearly been furious, and rightly so, at getting snubbed. That still didn't make it right to use magic against the unwary. He was sure, however, she would never use her magic against others for her own gain—the other basic tenet of their people.

      "And what about your sister?" he asked, noticing Miss Ekaterina Ashurst standing not too far away surrounded by a handful of gentlemen. "Won't she be cold?"

      Tatiana glanced behind her. She turned back with a charming but mischievous smile on her face. "I'm sure she won’t feel the cold with all those men around her."

      Kit laughed and had to agree with her assessment.

      Tatiana took the arm he offered, and they began to walk slowly down the graveled lane that led deeper into Hyde Park. There were few riders out at this time. Most were people riding through the park on their way somewhere, rather than members of the ton out to see and be seen. So the walk was pleasant and uninterrupted.

      Kit debated taking a side path through one of the smaller gardens but decided it would be best to stay to the main pathway. With Miss Ashurst so busy and having Tatiana all to himself, Kit delved right in to his plan to learn more about her situation.

      "It is your grandmother who is sponsoring you and your sister? Do your parents not care for London?" he asked, beginning his campaign in a gentle way.

      "Only Trina is being brought out. I honestly don't know how my mother feels about town, but my father certainly does not enjoy it." She turned toward him with a smile and a slight twinkle in her eye. "He always feels compelled to go to Parliament and then becomes upset at the goings-on there."

      Kit laughed. "My father is exactly the opposite. He loves being in town. Loves attending Parliament. He even insists that I go, even though I don't have a seat."

      "But you will have a seat, so perhaps it's a good thing to get you used to and learn how to manage. I don't know that my father ever had anyone take him under his wing like that."

      Kit acknowledged the wisdom of her words. "I never actually thought of it that way. Personally, I side with your father in that I don't enjoy it at all. But if I were to tell that to either my father or grandfather, I would be drummed right out of the family for such heresy."

      "Oh, dear!" she laughed. "Are they very devoted, then?"

      "Very!" This line of conversation did not get him any closer to what he wanted to know. He paused to regroup his thoughts and then asked, "And how do you feel about London? Are you enjoying your stay so far?"

      Tatiana turned her head away with a thoughtful look. He wondered if she knew how expressive her face was. If only he could read thoughts or emotions, he would be able to decipher all that was clearly going through her mind.

      Her expression seemed pained at times but determined. And he realized, with a start, that she looked different. Somehow she looked... beautiful.

      Her lips and cheeks seemed fuller, her eyes an unfathomable black, and she seemed suffused with an inner radiance that hadn't been there only a moment ago. He felt his senses tingle as a flame of desire flickered within him.

      And then she turned back toward him, and he realized it must have been his imagination playing tricks on him, for she looked just as she had before—pretty, but not the stunning beauty he thought he had somehow glimpsed.

      "Enjoying my stay? Yes, I am, now that I've met you."

      Her words, although softly spoken, hit him hard. The flame resurrected itself but now spread heat throughout his body and mind. The only thing that kept him from figuratively jumping for joy was the sadness laced through her words. Could it be true she already had an offer of marriage waiting? Could that be what made her sound unhappy? But then, why couldn't she just turn down the offer if she was no longer interested in the gentleman?

      Unless she didn't have a choice in the matter.

      The thought sent ice following the heat running through him. That must be it. That must be the answer to all of his questions. For some reason, she was being sacrificed in marriage while her sister was free to choose whomever she wished.

      Were those unshed tears glittering in her eyes?  She shook her head. "I apologize, I should not have spoken so freely."

      She misinterpreted his silence. Kit's heart lurched within his chest. "No. No, I appreciate plain speaking. More than most men, I imagine. It is just that I feel the same way. I... I thoroughly enjoy your company as well. Much more so than, perhaps, I should."

      "What do you mean?" she asked, cocking her head a little to one side. She seemed to pull a smile from somewhere deep inside of her.

      Kit gave a little shrug. "It is nothing. You are a thoroughly delightful companion, that is all." How could he possibly complain to her about being pressured to find a wife, when she had no alternative but to accept some stranger as her husband? He, at least, had a choice. It wasn't much of one—he could do as he wished and devote all of his time and energy to running the family estate and be happy, or he could make his father happy and try to find a wife. He'd tried the first and been made to suffer his father's constant haranguing, his insults, his sneers at the work he considered beneath his son. So now Kit would try it his father's way... mostly. He didn’t like the idea of courting Miss Tatiana as a way to get closer to her sister. That just didn't sit right with him.

      Still, this line of conversation didn’t calm his curiosity as to why her parents offered her sister a fabulous dowry yet not even allow Tatiana to look about for a husband of her own. "I was saddened to hear rumors that you would only be in town for a short time."

      Tatiana turned her eyes away from him again. Immediately, Kit wanted to cut his tongue out. Why could he not keep the conversation on a light and happy subject? He was only upsetting her with this line of questioning.

      "Yes. Unfortunately, my parents have only allowed me to come to see my sister settled. I'll be returning home in less than a fortnight."

      "That is a very short time!" Kit couldn't help the words popping out of his mouth.

      Less than two weeks! How could he possibly get to know someone in so little time, especially when society dictated that they spend no more than thirty minutes together at a time? And he did, indeed, want to get to know Tatiana much better.

      With a start, he realized that he was drawn to her unlike any other woman he'd ever met. Could it be that his father's idea he marry wasn't such a bad one after all?

      Tatiana was clearly Vallen and comfortable with her magic. She had an easy confidence and a frankness that he found disarming and attractive; she certainly wasn't practiced in the banter and flirtation considered as the currency of the ton.  She wasn't even very beautiful—or was she?

      What exactly was it about her that he liked so much? He didn't know precisely--just what his intuition told him—Tatiana was a very special young woman.

      She was giving him a sad, little smile. Her gaze slipped behind them for a moment, but then her whole head turned to look back.

      Kit followed suit to see what had caught her attention. It seemed as if a comedy was being enacted behind them. Miss Ashurst attempted to walk forward, but so many men surrounded her it was nearly impossible. All of the gentlemen jostled each other, elbowing and walking around one another, to be the one to walk beside her. As each one tried to capture her attention, he would move forward to walk next to her, forcing the others to shift and make room for him. Then another would discover something to say, and so it went. It made for a rather amusing dance.

      "It is so sad," Tatiana said, turning back to face him, both amusement and concern on her face. "She is completely overwhelmed by all the attention."

      "She does seem to be that way," Kit agreed, looking back over his shoulder. Miss Ashurst certainly did not look particularly happy—more like lost in a sea of men with her attention tossed this way and that by the waves of their persistence.

      "Maybe..." Tatiana's word trailed off as she turned and began to raise her arm toward the group.

      As he had the night before, he grabbed her hand before she could let loose any magic. All right, so maybe she wasn't always so discreet with her magic. "But if you do that, it will spoil all the fun," he said, laughing to soften his control of her actions. She didn't seem to be the type of young woman to allow anyone to tell her what to do. "Surely, your sister can handle this."

      Tatiana's eyes widened, and a slow blush crept into her cheeks. Her eyes darted around to see if anyone else had noticed her slip. "I don't know that she can, but you're right. I should not, cannot use magic here."

      "Someone might see you," Kit agreed. How nice that she was intelligent enough to know that would not be a good thing. He definitely admired a clever woman.

      She shook her head and put her hand to her now flushed cheek. "I've got to remember where I am. I'm afraid I'm just not used to being in such a public place. At home... well, everyone is Vallen, so we don't think about using magic whenever we want. But it is wrong. I know that. Poor Trina, though, has never had so much attention before. She's completely out of her league."

      "Well then, what she needs is a little guidance—a word or an idea of how she can handle the situation." Subtlety was his favorite way of approaching challenges. Between that and his charm, he'd never encountered a problem that couldn't be solved. And magic, he'd learned from an early age, was not always the best solution.

      Tatiana nodded, still caught up in her own thoughts. But one of his own thoughts nearly stopped him cold. He wasn't upset that Tatiana had nearly used magic against unsuspecting people. Why not? He usually became furious when he saw magic being done in public.

      But somehow Tatiana's near use of magic didn't bother him. Why? Could it be her remorse when he caught her? That she so easily acquiesced to his alternative suggestion? Regardless, it was very strange. But he truly wasn't bothered.

      He looked over at her and wondered if she had used something magical on him. Something to make him so attracted to her?

      No. This wasn't magic, at least not the ordinary sort. It was simply Tatiana.

      He couldn't help but watch her as a smile slowly grew on her face until finally, she gave him a bright, happy grin. "Yes, of course. How absolutely brilliant, Mr. Vallentyn."

      She stopped and turned toward her sister. Peering at Miss Ashurst through the men, Tatiana seemed to be silently calling her name. It impressed Kit that she could speak mind-to-mind to her sister. They must have a special connection, he thought. They were twins, after all.

      Miss Ashurst looked over at Tatiana questioningly, and not a little exasperated. Her expression cleared almost immediately, though. She even went so far as to smile and give her sister a quick nod of her head.

      She stopped. This caused all the men around her to bump into each other; some had stopped with her and others had kept on walking. Miss Ashurst smiled, looking around at all of the men from under her lashes. She said something that Kit couldn't hear, and then put her hands through the arms of the two men standing closest to her. They all found whatever she said quite amusing.

      The crowd laughed and bowed. To Kit's surprise, all but the two she held on to said their prompt goodbyes.  Within moments, there were only the two men left—and the trio were able to walk forward again quite comfortably.

      "Well done!" Kit said, taking Tatiana's hand and pulling it around his own arm.  Oh yes, she was definitely very intelligent and excellent at solving problems. She'd not only taken care of the issue but had done so with grace and cleverness within the confines of what was acceptable for her do in public.

      Oh, but he was in serious trouble!

      Kit appreciated the fact that it took relatively little effort to keep up a light, entertaining conversation for the remainder of the walk because his mind was in turmoil.

      He hated the fact that his father might have been right. He probably should get married. He'd thought that his estate was all he needed to be happy, but being with Tatiana made him realize exactly what he was missing at Vallentyn—companionship. Intelligent, amusing conversation. A thoughtful person to be with. Even someone to give him a bit of a challenge.

      On the other hand, his father did not want him to marry Tatiana. In fact, she was exactly the opposite of Lord Durrington’s choice. She had no dowry. No political connections.  She might not even be available for him to marry. This fact annoyed him more than he wanted to admit, even to himself.

      So now he would have the doubly unpleasant task of telling his father that he was right and that he didn't want to marry the type of girl his father pushed him toward. This was not going to easy or pleasant!

      They reached the main gate to the park much sooner than Kit would have liked. He was forced to draw this pleasant excursion to a close and get back to the work that waited for him—and quite possibly his father.

      Taking Tatiana's hand in his, he bowed over it and said politely, "I have enjoyed your company thoroughly, Miss Tatiana. Thank you for allowing me the honor of escorting you this afternoon."

      She gave him a smile and a small curtsey. "The honor has been mine, sir. Will I have the pleasure of your company sometime soon? Perhaps you'll come to call on Thursday? My sister and I will be at home."

      The thought that he could see her again—that she wanted to see him again, and in merely two days—made him happier than it should have. "I will do my best, but I'm afraid I can make no promises."

      The flash of disappointment in her eyes almost made him promise something he knew he couldn't. He would do his best to get away but couldn't risk making a promise he might not be able to keep. He didn't know how amenable his father would be to him visiting with Tatiana again. Perhaps it would be best if he simply didn’t mention which Ashurst girl he would be seeing. Damn! But he hated being under his father's thumb. He was used to his freedom at Vallentyn. Being in London and following the dictates of his father was getting more and more difficult and bothersome.

      He departed before Miss Ashurst, and her entourage caught up to them. Perhaps if he told his father that he would be meeting Miss Ashurst, he wouldn't mind that Kit was "chasing after the wrong sister". And if he did call at their home, then he would be meeting the elder sister, so he wouldn't be lying. The thought kept him in good spirits for the rest of his walk home.
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      So, is there one gentleman you favor above the others?" Tatiana asked her sister, as they walked home from the park after saying goodbye to the two remaining gentlemen who had escorted Trina.

      Trina looked at her, eyebrows knit. "How could there be, when I have only just met them?"

      "Well, you spent a good deal of time at the ball, the soirée last night and again today with the most fervent of your admirers. Surely, you have some impression of them. One or two who you like better than the others?"

      Trina thought about this for a minute. "No. They've all only spoken of such silly things. There is no possible way I could make a decision based on such nonsense."

      Tatiana laughed at her sister. "Well, what did you expect, for them to discuss the merits of chamomile over ginger in calming the stomach? Of course they only spoke to you of nothing. That's what social discourse is."

      "Well, I wouldn't expect them to know anything about herbs," Trina said, frowning.

      "Do you want them to discuss politics with you, then?"

      "No. I don't know what they might find interesting, but surely they must have some intelligent conversation," Trina snapped. If she'd put any magic behind her words, Tatiana might have felt them. Luckily, Trina didn't have such power. In fact, she had almost none at all. It made Tatiana sad to think all that her sister missed because of her. She had gotten both her own and Trina's magical ability—simply because Tatiana held the very special position as the seventh child.

      She knew it was her guilt nagging at her, driving her determination to see Trina happily married—that, and the fact that her sister deserved nothing less. She deserved to be happy, and she had the opportunity to marry a man who would make her so.

      Tatiana wondered if it would it be better if Trina married an ordinary man. With so little power of her own, it would probably make no difference who she married—so long as she loved him and he her.

      "No. I'm sorry, Trina. These men honestly have nothing of interest to say," Tatiana said, pulling her mind back to the matter at hand.

      "Nothing at all?" Trina asked, clearly shocked by this news.

      Tatiana shrugged. "Not really. Or, I should say, it is very rare to find a man who does have any sort of intelligent conversation to share with a female. I've tried, I assure you."

      "What about your gentleman? What's his name?"

      Tatiana couldn't help but smile. "Mr. Vallentyn. Christopher Vallentyn."

      "Vallentyn? Are you serious? Such a name exists?" Her sister was as amused as Tatiana had been when she'd first heard his name.

      Tatiana laughed. "Yes! And yes, he is Vallen, although I don't know how powerful. He doesn't seem to like to use his magic, nor does he let me."

      Trina stopped completely to stare at her. "What do you mean he doesn't let you? Has he stopped you?"

      Tatiana took her arm before answering and led her into the quiet square where their grandmother lived. "I, er, was tempted at the ball," Tatiana began, avoiding eye contact with her sister.

      Trina began to laugh. "I knew you would not be able to deal with me being the favored one. I knew it!"

      "No! That's not right. That's not fair. I just never realized..." Tatiana attempted to defend herself.

      "You never realized just how awful it is to be the ugly one. The one that men ignore, or only pay attention to in order to finagle an introduction," her sister finished.

      Tatiana felt ashamed of herself. Her sister, of course, had hit it right on the mark.

      "I knew it. I told you not to dampen your own looks, but you insisted." Trina shook her head and fell silent as they entered the house.

      Tatiana hated it when her sister was right.

      "Did you have a pleasant walk, girls?" their grandmother asked when they joined her in her cozy private drawing room. She paused, giving Tatiana a confused look. "Oh dear, did something go wrong? Tatiana, you are looking daggers. I do hope none of the gentlemen did anything inappropriate. You never know with men."

      Tatiana cleared the frown off of her face as Trina laughed. "Oh no, they were all perfectly behaved. You should not mind my sister, ma'am, she always gets angry when I'm right. And you were correct, too."

      Lady Ashurst raised her hand to pause her granddaughter's flow of conversation and gave a nod to the waiting footman. Thomas was also Vallen, although not very powerful, he had the immensely useful ability to know in advance when his mistress wanted something. He always appeared at her side before she was even aware of her desire. Lady Ashurst gave a satisfied smile, then motioned for the girls to continue.

      "Yes, Trina was absolutely mobbed by gentlemen at the park," Tatiana said, sitting down in the chair opposite her grandmother. She schooled her face into a pleasant expression.

      "No, that's not what I was referring to. Tatiana's right, though, I was," Trina said, looking down at her hands for a moment. "I managed to send all but two of them off, promising that I would see them Thursday afternoon when they came to call."

      "Very well done, my girl," her grandmother said approvingly. "Then you've come to realize that I was correct to crow about your dowry when we were out."

      Both girls sat in silence.

      "Oh, you two can sit there in your disapproval, but you have just admitted that it worked. Trina was surrounded by men all wanting to make her acquaintance, all wanting to court her. And why?"

      "Because they're all interested in her money!" Tatiana answered before their grandmother could continue.

      "Yes!" Lady Ashurst answered happily. "They're all in need of marrying a young woman with funds."

      "But then how will we know if they're interested in her, ma'am? Trina shouldn't marry someone just because he needs her money. She should marry for love!" Tatiana tried to reign in her emotions, but the thought of her sister marrying some money-grubbing fellow made her so upset especially when she had such a wonderful opportunity just waiting for her to snatch it up.

      "I'm not certain that I want to marry for love," Trina said, her voice quiet with thought.

      "What?" Tatiana's head snapped toward her sister.

      Trina had the grace to blush delicately. "I don't really think that I could just meet someone and fall in love with him so quickly. And I'm not certain that a man I did fall in love with like that would be the right man for me to marry."

      "Very right, my dear!" their grandmother said, nodding her head and smiling her encouragement.

      "But..." Tatiana was stunned.

      "I know you think very highly of love, Tatiana. I'm more interested in marrying a man who respects my intelligence, which is why I look for meaningful conversation with the men who are wooing me," Trina said. "I want someone I can share my life with and who will share his with me. Someone I can be partners with."

      "How very wise, my love," Lady Ashurst approved. "And the only way you'll find someone like that is to make yourself attractive to as many men as possible. You don't want someone to avoid you because he thinks that you might not have funds." She turned towards Tatiana. "Which is why I am letting it be known far and wide that she does. I want to expand her choices, not limit them to those who are attracted by her pretty face."

      Trina laughed. "No, I certainly don't want a man attracted to this face. It's not my real one and if that's all he's attracted to he'll be very disappointed when Tatiana's spell wears off."

      Tatiana was stunned. Absolutely speechless. All that her sister said made complete sense.

      Trina turned back toward their grandmother. "The other thing you were right about, Grandmama, was that Tatiana couldn't stand not getting all of the attention at the ball the other night," Trina said, giggling. "She nearly did something to the men surrounding me. Only that gentleman, Mr. Vallentyn, stopped her."

      Their grandmother laughed. "I suspected as much. He seems to be a very nice young man. I like that one."

      "On our way home from the park, I tried to find out which one of the many gentlemen besieging Trina she liked better than the others. She refuses to make a decision," Tatiana said to push the conversation away from her own failing.

      "And I told you there is no possible way I could know that since they all speak in nothings," her sister answered. "Why can't you let me have more time to decide? Is there a rush?"

      Trina stopped, her eyes growing wide. "Oh! There is, isn't there. You like Mr. Vallentyn. But you can't... Oh, Tatiana." This last was more a horrified whisper, as the realization of Tatiana's position hit her.

      Tatiana thought her heart stopped. How could it not? Trina had discovered her secret.
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      It had hit her like a blow to her stomach after Mr. Vallentyn had asked whether she was enjoying her time in town. Tatiana took a closer look at her sister. "How did you know?"

      Trina shrugged. "Something happened while we were at the park. I could feel you. It was odd, actually. At first you were very happy walking with Mr. Vallentyn, and then very quickly you became upset and then angry. I looked to see what happened, and saw Mr. Vallentyn watching you as if waiting for an answer to a question."

      "Yes. He asked me how I was liking my stay here."

      "And that made you upset? Are you not enjoying yourself, my dear?" her grandmother asked, concern laced in her words.

      "Oh, yes, Grandmama! I am enjoying myself immensely. It's just..." Tatiana didn't quite know how to answer.

      "It has something to do with Mr. Vallentyn," Trina answered, clearly trying to figure out what was going through Tatiana's mind.

      It was so odd, thought Tatiana. She had never realized her sister could be so empathetic before. How could she have not noticed?

      "When he asked me that," Tatiana explained, "at first I thought about how much fun I've had— at the ball after I met Mr. Vallentyn, shopping,  visiting, even at the soiree last night, ma'am. Your insightful comments about everyone there was great fun!"

      "But..." Trina supplied.

      "But it's Mr. Vallentyn's presence I've enjoyed the most," she said, trying hard to keep the distress from her voice.

      Their grandmother sighed loudly. Her eyes flicked to Trina before settling back on Tatiana. "You are attracted to Mr. Vallentyn." It was a statement, not a question.

      "I suppose I am," Tatiana admitted, allowing her gaze to fall to her hands clasped tightly in her lap. "But I will not be given a choice or even allowed to suggest candidates for my hand as far as I know. It will all be up to my mother to choose for me. For the first time in my life I..." she swallowed hard and then continued in a whisper, "I almost wish I hadn't been born to this destiny."

      Silence held the room in its grip for a good minute.

      "But there is nothing I can do," Tatiana said finally, taking control of herself and mentally pressing her back against the wall of duty in her mind. She shoved her silly dreams firmly behind it.

      "My destiny is my own, and I shall do my duty as I always have." She paused to distance herself from her emotions. "And so should you, Trina. You need to decide which man you want to marry. I know there are a number vying for your hand, but you've got to make an effort to choose one."

      Trina looked for a moment as if she would cry. Tatiana wondered whether it was on her behalf or because she'd scolded her sister. It didn't matter. They would both do their duty. She would think no more of Mr. Vallentyn. There could be nothing worse than pining for someone you could never have.

      Trina gave a sniff but pulled herself together. "Yes. You're right. I..." she cleared her throat. "I will do my best to discover which of my suitors I like best."
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      Tatiana turned this way and that, studying her reflection in the mirror. Her looks weren't that bad. She was just... thinner. Her dress hung rather limply on her frame, but her eyes still held their own sparkle. At least she knew she still hid behind this reflection that was her, yet not really her.

      A knock on the door made her jump. "Yes?" she called out.

      Her grandmother closed the door behind her. "Tatiana, I believe we need to have a word."

      Confusion dampened the fire in Tatiana's eye before she turned to face her grandmother. "Yes, ma'am?"

      "I am certain that you are well aware of what your role here is meant to be, but I'm worried that you might get caught up in the excitement of your sister's come-out." Well, it was clear where Tatiana got her straight-forward way of speaking!

      Nodding her head, Tatiana said, "It is quite exciting, ma'am, but I assure you I am not about to forget myself or why I am here. Have I not done all that I could to help my sister so far?"

      "Indeed you have, and you are. I appreciate that, and I'm certain your parents will as well. However..." she paused to give Tatiana a meaningful look. "I am still concerned."

      "You need not..."

      "There is the matter of Mr. Vallentyn, Tatiana," her grandmother interrupted.

      Tatiana swallowed hard. She should have known this would come up. "I am trying my best to not think of him. And I will avoid him if I can." Why did this hurt so much? It should not be painful to merely avoid a man, and yet...

      "I promised your mother that you would not have your head turned by any gentlemen," her grandmother reminded her.

      "I know, ma'am."

      "You promised her the same."

      "Yes."

      "And yet..." Lady Ashurst's frown became fiercer by the minute. Tatiana didn't know if her grandmother was leading up to something more serious—a punishment? Some sort of magical impediment? Tatiana had no idea what was going through her grandmother's mind, the old woman had shuttered it against intrusion.

      "I swear, Grandmother, I will not allow Mr. Vallentyn to turn my head any further. I'm just not certain I know what to do. If he speaks to me, politeness dictates that I respond.”

      Her grandmother frowned. "Naturally, if he speaks to you, you must respond, but try not to prolong the engagement. Be firm and polite and move on."

      "Yes, ma'am. I will keep my promise."

      Lady Ashurst nodded, satisfied. "I will trust you as your mother has done so. Just be mindful..."

      "I am. And I will be. I am here to support Trina and nothing else."

      Her grandmother was right. It wasn't pleasant. It wasn't what she wanted. But it was what she'd agreed upon when her mother had finally relented and allowed her to accompany Trina to London. She would try harder to avoid Mr. Vallentyn.

      If only her eyes would stop stinging and her stomach would unknot.
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      Kit gathered together the day's correspondence and took a quick glance around at the busts of politicians. They stared down at him expectantly.

      He had three letters to reply to and a couple more to write. He remained in the middle of delicate negotiations with a neighbor to rent out two of his bulls to stud, but he wasn't getting the price he deserved.

      He sighed as he sat back to decide how to word this letter and ignored the prying eyes that watched him. He would probably just have enough time to finish this, but the rest of the correspondence would have to wait until he returned from his visit to Tatiana and her sister. His mouth became dry at the thought of admitting his father had been right—well, mostly right. Kit still hadn't figured out how to tell him that he wouldn’t allow a dowry or political connections dictate who he courted or married.  Perhaps it would be best to just get it over with quickly.

      "Father," Kit began as he stood up, the letter still in his hand.

      Lord Durrington's eyes flicked up from his own correspondence which he read in his chair by the fire, but only for the briefest moment as an acknowledge that Kit had spoken.

      Kit tried to swallow.

      "Well?" his father prompted.

      Kit took a deep breath and summoned both his charm and confidence—after all, what could his father do? He was a grown man, not a child to be told what to do. "I'll be going to the Ashurst's this afternoon. I have found that I'm beginning to see your point that I should marry. I'd forgotten how pleasant it is to have female companionship."

      His father sat back in his chair, his letter forgotten. He didn't say anything for a full minute, leaving Kit to stand there awkwardly. Maybe he should have taken a page from Tatiana's book and put some magic into his words. But no, he would not, should not.

      "Christopher, if you continue to pursue that younger Ashurst girl, I will disinherit you. And see that my father does as well," Lord Durrington said. The serious expression on his face told Kit that he was neither joking nor exaggerating.

      Shock stopped everything for a moment, but Kit quickly clamped his lips together to keep back the slew of angry words that filled his mouth. Well, his father certainly didn’t mince his words today!

      "You wanted me to marry. I plan on doing so..."

      "As I said, if you continue to pursue the younger sister, I will disinherit you."

      "You can't..." Kit started.

      "I most certainly can. You have a younger cousin who has done very well for himself. He is married and already has a child. He is perfectly capable of taking your place."

      Kit opened his mouth to say something, but his mind went blank from the seething anger. He was being treated like a naughty child.

      And just like that, the idea popped into his mind. If he was going to be treated like a child, perhaps he should behave as one.

      Kit lowered his eyes in feigned acceptance. Infusing his words with a dose of his magical charm, he said, "You're right, Father. How ridiculous I have been to waste my time with someone who is not even available, let alone eligible. I shall give her the cut direct if I see her and lavish all of my attention on her elder sister."

      His father frowned. "There is no need to be rude to her, naturally. You may even converse with the girl if you wish. I just don't want you even thinking about any sort..." His father's words petered out, and the man narrowed his eyes at Kit. "I thought you didn't believe in using your magic, Christopher! Are you that desperate?" His father's tone struck Kit sharply.

      Kit took a step back, but he could feel the blow, almost as if his father had physically hit him. He wisely kept his mouth shut. The papers in his hands, though, would be irreparably creased as his fingers slowly curled.

      "You haven't done that since you were a child," his father continued, his own anger clearly simmering just beneath the surface of his words.

      "Which is exactly how you've been treating me." The words exploded out of Kit's mouth before he could stop them. Now, not only was he behaving like a child, he sounded like one too. Damn his father!

      "You are giving me no choice. You are chasing after an entirely ineligible girl, and behaving like a besotted fool."

      "Ineligible, perhaps, but I don't care about her dowry or lack of one. I don't care that her father hates parliament. I'm not interested in being a politician.

      "We have had this conversation before," his father said with a sigh as if he were bored.

      "Yes, we have, but you don't seem to have heard me—not before and not now. I am going to marry. Doesn't that make you happy?"

      "No! It doesn't!" His father shot up out of his seat with his next words. "You have a position, a title, a family name to uphold. Do these things mean so little to you that you would throw them away on a nothing, penniless girl?"

      "Tatiana isn't nothing," Kit ground out.

      "No? Then what is she?"

      "She's... she's different." It was the weakest defense he could possibly have mounted but certainly the truth. "I don't know what it is about her, Father. But Tatiana is different from any other woman I've ever met. She's--"

      "Not beautiful," his father finished.

      "No. She's not beautiful. But I'm not certain of that. I think she's doing something to make herself appear less attractive," Kit said. That one glimpse on their walk, just for a moment when she had been preoccupied...

      "No girl in her right mind would make herself look less beautiful. Please, Christopher, do try and be a little rational about this."

      "I don't know. But even if she isn't lovely, she is certainly clever and intelligent."

      "Clever and intelligent." His father considered that for a moment, and then nodded. "Yes, I do believe you're exactly right. She is very clever. Very intelligent. I just don't quite know what her game is. If she's got a fiancé at home, why is she trying to ensnare you? You have an influential father and grandfather. Perhaps your title will be greater than whoever it is she has waiting for her. Perhaps she's become wise to the benefits of marriage with someone who will someday hold an important position within the government. Whatever it is, I can tell you this—if you marry her, not only will you be without a position in society, you will be flat broke. No allowance. No inheritance. No farm for you to fiddle around with. Nothing!" He shook his head in disgust and picked up the letter he had been reading.  "Don't let this girl trick you into marrying her, Kit. You'll spend the rest of your life regretting it."
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      Within minutes of the clock chiming three, the knocker began pounding and had hardly stopped since. At not fifteen minutes past the hour, ten men were arrayed around the formal drawing room sipping tea, alternately chatting amongst themselves, with Tatiana's grandmother and trying to get Trina's attention.

      Tatiana was amazed at how quickly her sister had bloomed. Only four days ago, Trina had been introduced to the world of the ton. She'd been so shy; she'd hardly said a word to any of the gentlemen vying for her attention. Her beauty, enhanced with Tatiana's magic and a marriage portion fit for a princess, had quickly made Trina one of the most sought-after young ladies of the season. Unfortunately, she had absolutely no experience being in such a position and had been, at first, entirely out of her league. But now...

      Tatiana watched with a combination of pride and dismay as her usually quiet sister laughed out loud at the utter nonsense being spouted by the gentleman sitting next to her. They sat in the arrangement of chairs closest to the fireplace, although one gentleman had pulled his chair closer to Trina's than was strictly proper. Other men had dragged more chairs over, so they too could be a part of her exclusive circle.  Her grandmother either did not mind the men being so forward or hadn't noticed.

      "But, sir, you cannot mean it!" Trina said, still giggling. "You would never do something so bold."

      "For you, Miss Ashurst, I would do anything," the gentleman said, bowing as well as he could from the chair.

      Trina laughed again and turned her attention to the gentleman on her other side. "You, I know, my lord, would do nothing of the sort. You are too clever of a gentleman to do something as silly as Mr. Bretton."

      The man smiled and took her hand. "You know me entirely too well, Miss Ashurst."

      Trina very delicately extracted her hand from his grasp. "You were going to tell me about your latest journey to your estate. Did you find all as you had hoped? I do hope that by now your crops are..."

      "Please, Miss Ashurst," the man interrupted her, "You cannot seriously be interested in the state of the crops at Sligington." He laughed at the thought.

      Trina smiled in response but turned her head slightly to catch Tatiana's eye. The expression Tatiana saw there was a sad, you were right.

      Tatiana nodded a sympathetic response. It was disappointing that these men could not believe that Trina could have a brain in her head and actually want to use it.  They were clearly not the man for her, not one of them.

      "Trina is just funning with you, my lord," Lady Ashurst said, turning to join in the conversation. She looked up to give Tatiana a repressive look.

      Tatiana could see very well that her grandmother was silently telling her to stay out of this affair. Yes, she put ideas into Trina's head—ideas that a man should respect a woman's thoughts and suggestions. Silly ideas that Lady Ashurst desperately tried to strip from Trina's mind. Thinking that men should respect a woman's intellect was how a woman stayed a spinster for her entire life—and Lady Ashurst had promised her daughter-in-law that she would have Trina well married by the end of the season.

      "Did you say that you and Miss Ashurst are twins?" asked a gentleman, standing closest to Tatiana.

      She turned toward the man and cursed her ability to read the thoughts of others when they looked at her. She hadn't wanted to know of her grandmother’s anger. And she certainly wouldn’t stop supporting her sister in her desire to marry a man who respected her intelligence and listened to what she said.

      The man addressing Tatiana was dressed to the hilt in a ruffled shirt with lace coming out of the ends of his sleeves and a quizzing glass dangling on a bright red velvet ribbon around his neck. A dim-witted dandy, she surmised, and probably just the sort her grandmother liked courting her highly intelligent sister. Tatiana forced herself not to give the man the cut direct. With a sigh, she forced her lips up into what she hoped passed for a smile. Speaking slowly so that he could understand her, she said, "Yes. That's right."

      "But you don't look alike. She's far prettier than you," the man said, looking Tatiana over from head to foot. The gall of this man!  He was even more of an idiot than she had originally surmised.

      Tatiana lowered her eyes so that he couldn't see the fire leaping out of them. She certainly would have scorched the wig right off his head. Instead, she stared at his feet ensconced in shoes with high, red heels.

      Even with her beauty dimmed, she did not come close to being as ugly as this fellow. The nerve of him to say that she was not pretty—and right to her face!

      The smoke coming from his shoes snapped her back to her senses.

      "Humph! Cat got your tongue, Miss? Did no one tell you that it is polite to respond when spoken to?" the man sneered, not even aware that his toes were practically in flames.

      Tatiana could almost see Mr. Vallentyn's face in her mind's eye, shaking his head sadly at her despite the twinkle in his eye. No, she should not do this. She must control herself.

      She also had to banish Mr. Vallentyn from her mind. She thought she'd gotten better—had only thought of him a few times the day before and only twice so far today. She was determined to put him out of her mind entirely as she'd promised her grandmother, but she supposed that would take time.

      She looked back up at the dolt in front of her, still waiting for her response. "My sister and I are twins. We are not identical twins. We are merely as alike as two sisters might be." There, that should be simple enough so that even such an imbecile could comprehend it.

      She really must learn to control herself, she thought, without Mr. Vallentyn's intervention—actual or imagined. But then again, when dealing with such idiots as this fellow, why should she?  She sniffed, and a scent caught her attention—musk with a hint of ink.

      Mr. Vallentyn! She spun around, her heart pounding with joyful anticipation. No! She must not. Her promise to her grandmother burned through her mind.

      Mr. Vallentyn looked startled for a moment at her sudden movement, but it quickly dissolved into a warm smile. "Did I surprise you?"

      How was she to avoid him in this overcrowded room? There was no way to do so. She would have to be polite, just as her grandmother had said, but not encouraging. "No. I just didn't see you arrive. I am so glad you could come."

      "Thank you. Your back was to the door, but you knew I was here?"

      "Er, yes." She could feel heat flooding her cheeks.

      "Something tells me I should not ask how you knew," he said with a chuckle.

      "It was not in the way you think," she assured him, looking to see if the imbecile still stood within easy hearing of her words. He wasn't. But despite the fact that it was a good-sized room, there were so many people present it would be impossible for someone not to overhear her.

      "No? Well then, you have been very good at restraining yourself. I saw what you did just now. Very well done." Pride laced through his words, and Tatiana felt a little thrill of excitement that he had witnessed her control and recognized it.

      "Thank you. I am trying."

      "Not only are you trying, but you're succeeding."

      "Just wait, sir, I have something even more interesting planned for a little later on," Tatiana admitted. She didn't know when her sister would finally get fed up with the mindless nonsense from the gentlemen that filled their drawing room. But when she did, Tatiana had a little plan ready to go into action, which would solve all of her sister's problems. And it didn't involve any magic at all—well, hardly any.

      Despite their grandmother's machinations, Tatiana was determined to weed out only those interested in Trina's money. Luckily, Trina had agreed. The two sisters had decided that she would do her best this afternoon to speak with as many men as she could, to try to determine who might be true suitors.

      But if that didn't work, Tatiana had her back-up plan that she would put into motion, despite her grandmother's presence. She didn't know if or how badly she would be punished for this, but her sister's happiness was worth it, no matter what.

      "Your tone makes me quake in fear, Miss Tatiana," Kit said, but a gleam of amusement in his eye belied his words. He paused for a moment, and then said a little shamefacedly, "Do you know that I haven't even had the honor of meeting your sister? Would you mind terribly?"

      "No! Not at all," Tatiana said, truly not minding at all. She had wanted her sister and Mr. Vallentyn to meet. Then Trina would understand why she had such a difficult time getting him out of her mind, and her grandmother couldn’t mind Tatiana introducing her to another eligible gentleman.

      As they squeezed through the crush to reach Trina, who had moved to the middle of the room, all of Tatiana's promises to keep her distance from Mr. Vallentyn disappeared like the Isle of Avalon. By the time they reached her sister, it was as if Tatiana’s good intentions had never existed.  She deliberately kept her eyes away, far away, from her grandmother's gaze. She wanted no more reminders of her duty.

      After the introduction was made and Mr. Vallentyn bowed to Trina, he said, "You are patience personified, Miss Ashurst."

      "Oh no, why do you say such a thing, sir? Indeed, I have been thinking the same of you." She gave a little laugh, but Tatiana knew better than to think that her sister was flirting with Mr. Vallentyn. Oddly enough, Tatiana felt nothing but happiness that her sister and Mr. Vallentyn were already becoming friends.

      "For dealing with all of this," he said and indicated the room full of men.

      "Oh, that. Well, it is only because I have put my trust in my sister that I am able to do so," Trina responded, reaching out to give Tatiana's arm an affectionate squeeze.

      "She mentioned just now that she has something in mind for later, but didn't say what it was," he responded, giving her a smile.

      "No, we shall not say a word, sir. You will learn of it when the time comes—which, Tatiana, I think may be in the very near future." Trina said, looking around the room.

      "Already?" Tatiana said, surprised. She was sure her sister would want to bask some more in the attention of so many gentlemen, but then she truly wasn't used to so much attention.

      "Soon," Trina nodded. She then turned back to Mr. Vallentyn, who looked back and forth between the two of them, a slightly hesitant smile lingering on his lips.

      "Your grandmother...?" Mr. Vallentyn asked as his eyes flicked over to the side of the room where Lady Ashurst was holding a small court of her own.

      "She knows nothing of this, I assure you," Tatiana answered quickly.

      "I can only hope that Tatiana won't be too severely punished..." Trina began.

      Tatiana grabbed her arm and looked straight into her sister's eyes. "Whatever happens it will be fine. Trust me!"

      There was an awkward silence.

      "And why is it you believe I am so very patient?" Mr. Vallentyn asked Trina, filling the void very nicely.

      "The way you deal with my sister, of course. Our mother has forever scolded her for her lack of restraint. Yet you seem able to curtail her magic with ease," Trina answered, returning immediately to her light-hearted banter. Tatiana was more than grateful to her.

      Mr. Vallentyn burst out laughing. "Why am I unsurprised by this revelation?"

      Trina just looked up at Mr. Vallentyn. "You seem to have gotten to know my sister very well and very quickly, sir."

      Tatiana could feel a little heat begin to rise in her cheeks.

      "Indeed," Mr. Vallentyn said, smiling over at her, "I feel as if I know her quite well. Why do you think that is?"

      Was he asking her? All Tatiana did know was that she felt the same way. There was a connection between the two of them—as if they'd known each other forever. She'd never felt so comfortable with a man except for one of her own brothers.  "I wish I knew," Tatiana admitted. "But it's true, we've only known each other for a week, and yet it seems like..."

      "Yes," the word was little more than a whisper on his lips—and the world paused.

      "Here now, Vallentyn, you've had enough time with Miss Ashurst. Time you shared her with the rest of us," one of the pushier dandies called out, breaking the spell under which Tatiana had fallen. With a rush, the room and all of the noise surrounding her exploded onto her senses.

      When had the room become so loud and the men so boisterous? Tatiana blinked and looked around. There must have been thirty men in the room—all chatting, laughing, and every now and then attempting to catch Trina's attention.  She could feel her grandmother's gaze boring into her as well, but she shrugged it off. There was no help for it.

      "I think now would be the time, Tatiana," Trina said while her eyes darted around the room.

      Tatiana nodded. "You're certain?" she asked, giving her sister the opportunity to back out—it was now or never.

      Trina frowned. She stared hard at Tatiana, clearly thinking this through, which Tatiana appreciated.

      Another gentleman came up and insinuated himself in between the two sisters. "Miss Ashurst, it is an honor to see you again, my dear." He took her hand and placed a very long, slow kiss onto the back of it. "May I just say how absolutely stunning you look today. You are always dressed to the height of fashion. There is nothing so rewarding as seeing a woman as lovely and well-dressed as you, I must say."

      Trina took her hand back from the gentleman who still held on to it as if he had a right to claim it as his own. "Thank you, sir. That is very kind. I was speaking with my sister, however."

      "Yes, yes," he said, waving off Tatiana as if she were an annoying insect. "But you can do that any time. Now I..."

      Trina didn't wait to see what he had to say for himself. She neatly stepped around him. Looking meaningfully at Tatiana she said, "We'll deal with Grandmama together when the time comes. For now..."

      "Absolutely!" Tatiana couldn’t agree faster. Focusing herself inward for a moment, she reached out with her mind to Thomas, her grandmother's footman, who had been warned to prepare for her call.

      Now.
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      Within a minute, Thomas was at the door a letter in his hand. "Miss Ashurst, Miss Tatiana?" he asked, looking desperately around for the two sisters. He was a talented actor, Tatiana noted; she really must mention this to her grandmother—the man deserved a raise.

      Trina looked over in mock surprise, but it was their grandmother who answered. "What is it, Thomas? Can't you see that we're busy?"

      "I apologize, my lady, but a most urgent message has just come from their father," he answered her from across the room, to be sure that everyone heard him.

      It looked as if her grandmother was about to stand up. Before she could do so, however, Tatiana said, "I'll see to it, Trina. You go on with what you're doing." She made her way over to the door as quickly as she could, taking the missive from Thomas with a tiny wink of thanks.

      She opened the letter, skimmed it for what she knew would be inside and then let out a shriek of shock and dismay, feigned well enough to fool the idiots in the room.

      "Oh, no! Oh! Excuse me," she added more quietly, looking around her as if she'd just remembered that she was surrounded by company.

      "What is it, Tatiana?" Trina asked from across the room.

      "Tatiana?" her grandmother echoed Trina.

      "The ship carrying the goods Papa invested in to fund your marriage portion has sunk! It's gone, Trina! You're dowry! It's gone!" Tatiana dropped her face into her hands and pretended to cry. She chomped down hard on the inside of her mouth, hard enough to truly bring tears to her eyes.

      "No! It can't be so!" Trina nearly screamed.

      Gasps could be heard all around the room. Tatiana was certain it was her sister she heard attempting to make her way over toward the door where she stood.

      Someone snatched the letter from her fingers.

      Tatiana looked up to see Trina give a squeal of shock and then 'faint' right into the arms of one of the better-looking men.

      Another man, completely ignoring the collapsed girl, took the letter from her limp fingers and read it himself. Tatiana almost shrieked with true anger at his gall at reading a personal letter. But she had deliberately had her grandmother's man of business write it to ensure that it looked and sounded authentic. She was glad now she'd been overly cautious.

      "My God, it's true!" He turned to Trina, but she was still 'unconscious'—probably enjoying being held in the arms of a handsome man. So he turned instead to Tatiana. "I am most deeply sorry." And with that, he shoved the letter back at her, bowed and left the room.

      Tatiana was quickly surrounded by men making their leave.

      "So sorry!"

      "Most humble apologies."

      "Lovely tea!"

      The excuses came fast as men jostled her on their way out the door.

      "No gentlemen, I'm certain there's been some sort of misunderstanding," Lady Ashurst called out. She put her hand on the arm of one man making for the exit.

      "So sorry, my lady, er, urgent um... urgent meeting elsewhere. You understand. So lovely to see you again." He pulled his arm out of her grasp and joined the herd of departing men.

      The glare from Tatiana's grandmother would have ignited her dress if the lady had been associated with fire. Tatiana deliberately kept her eyes anywhere but on her grandmother.

      Within minutes, the room was nearly empty. Trina had 'recovered', but she'd clearly chosen her savior well, as he was one of the few men who hadn't left. Instead, he had gently lain her down on a sofa and sat on the floor by her side, gently waving a fan in front of her face to ensure her speedy "recovery".

      "You are too good, Mr. Havelock," Trina said, her voice weak and frail. Tatiana thought she overdid it just a bit but naturally couldn't say so.

      "Poor, poor Trina," Tatiana said, taking her sister's hand and patting it gently.

      "I have to disagree with you, Miss Tatiana," Mr. Havelock said. "In fact, I think that both your performance and Miss Ashurst's was brilliant."

      Trina was so startled she bolted upright. "What?"

      Mr. Havelock laughed as he folded away the fan. "There is only the six of us here now, Miss Ashurst. I'm sure Lord Bruntly and Mr. Vallentyn agree with me?" he asked, looking over at the other two gentlemen. Lord Bruntly calmly sat on the opposite sofa drinking his tea, and Mr. Vallentyn stood where Tatiana had left him—only now his hand covered his mouth. Tatiana was pretty sure tears of mirth glittered in his eyes.

      Her grandmother now stood by the door looking ready to murder someone. Unfortunately, Tatiana knew very well who that someone was—herself. Thank goodness her grandmother was never impolite, especially with three gentlemen still present. Until they left, she could do nothing.

      "Absolutely. Brilliant," Lord Bruntly confirmed. Mr. Vallentyn could only nod, as his shoulders shook with suppressed laughter.

      "And I imagine, it got exactly the response you hoped it would. Only the gentlemen who are truly interested in pursuing Miss Ashurst for herself, and not her money, are still here," Mr. Havelock continued. "Bruntly is as rich as the king. I'm not too badly off myself, and well, Vallentyn, I have to admit I am rather surprised to see you still here."

      Mr. Vallentyn pulled himself together and lowered his hand. "Oh, I'm not interested in marriage with Miss Ashurst. I do beg your pardon," he added, giving her a small bow.

      "Not at all." Trina giggled.

      "I must say, I'm intrigued by a lady who has had the temerity to attempt meaningful conversations during polite visiting hours." Mr. Havelock continued, giving Trina a warm smile.

      Both Trina and Tatiana couldn't help but laugh at that.

      "Was it ridiculous of me?" Trina asked, completely 'recovered'.

      The man nodded. "Ridiculous and absolutely adorable, if I may be so bold."

      "Oh!" Trina took the fan from his hands and vigorously applied it to herself to cool down the blush that crept up her face. The smile she sent Tatiana from behind the fan was all a sister could ever wish for. Never had Trina looked so happy.

      "Lord Bruntly, Mr. Vallentyn, would you care to take a turn about the room with me, now that it is empty of all those imbeciles?" Tatiana asked, heading over to the gentlemen in question. Lord Bruntly raised his eyebrows but acquiesced, standing up to take Tatiana's proffered arm, while Mr. Vallentyn happily took her other.  "Grandmama, will you join us?"

      It was clear that Trina and Mr. Havelock needed a few minutes of 'privacy', while Tatiana suddenly found that she had a good deal of excited energy she needed to work off.

      Lord Bruntly was good enough to take her grandmother's arm as the four of them set off toward the far end of the room.
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      "I presume the letter was a ruse," Kit began, after cursing his luck that he was once again in the position where he should, if he only had the temerity, ask Tatiana about her prospects. That he hadn’t been able to ask her outright still gnawed at him—that and his father's threats, which still rang in his ears. If he could discover if Tatiana would, in fact, have a dowry, perhaps his father would soften his stance despite her family's lack of political connections.

      Tatiana shrugged. "It seemed like the only way to find out who was truly interested in Trina and not just her marriage portion." The smile she turned on him would have had the strongest of men drop to their knees. "It worked amazingly well, don't you think?"

      Kit managed to keep to his feet, and even kept them moving forward, only just barely.

      "Indeed."

      His conscience pricked at the mention of men only interested in marrying for money. But it wasn't he who demanded it—it was his father. He was attracted to Tatiana with or without money. Very attracted.

      He'd held Tatiana's gaze for perhaps a little too long, he realized, when Lord Bruntly coughed politely. "Seems to me to have worked primarily in Havelock's favor," Bruntly said, not sounding as disgruntled as one might expect.

      "I do apologize, my lord," Tatiana said quickly. "If you would prefer to sit with my sister, I’m certain neither I nor my grandmother would be offended in the least."

      The fellow looked over at Miss Ashurst and Mr. Havelock. They shared the sofa and sat a bit closer than strictly proper. "Ah no, I believe I know when to bow out gracefully."

      "Oh, sir..." Tatiana began, clearly a little upset.

      He patted her hand as it rested on his arm, however. "No, my dear. No need to fret. It is perfectly all right with me. I think she's got the better man there with her."

      "Oh, sir," Tatiana said again, this time as an apology.

      "So, Vallentyn, you swimming in other waters?" Lord Bruntly said, dipping his eyes down meaningfully to Tatiana.

      "Too soon to tell," Kit answered honestly, with a quick glance at Lady Ashurst. "Well, I am happy to hear that all is not lost for your sister and her dowry—for Havelock's sake, at least," he said, changing the subject back to where he needed it.

      Tatiana laughed. "Oh no, there is no ship, Mr. Vallentyn. Trina's marriage portion is perfectly intact."

      "And will yours be as well?" he slipped in as gently as possible.

      Tatiana looked over at her grandmother. "I have none," she said quietly.

      "None?" Lord Bruntly exclaimed. "Are you parents doing nothing for you, then?"

      A very slight shake of her head was the entirety of her answer.

      "Her parents will find a husband for her," her grandmother answered. It was the same answer she had given every other overly curious person, and delivered in exactly the same way, so as not to encourage follow-up questions.

      Lord Bruntly, however, seemed oblivious to his companion's tone. "Well! How odd," the gentleman commented.

      Tatiana's gaze slipped to the floor so that Kit couldn't see into her eyes. "Any arrangements deemed necessary will happen after they have chosen the appropriate gentleman."

      "So they haven't chosen anyone as yet?" Kit asked, perhaps a little too quickly.  Lady Ashurst turned her head so that he could see her severe look of disapproval. She clearly was working with the parents. She probably wanted him to court Miss Tatiana about as much as his own father did—i.e., not at all.

      "No. Not as far as I know," Tatiana said. Was that perhaps a spark of hope in her eyes, Kit wondered?

      Why should he hold out for an impossible hope, he scolded himself. Was there really any chance for him? Yes, he had to have faith.

      He gave her what he hoped was an encouraging smile. If no one had been chosen, and her parents were perfectly capable of bestowing a generous portion on the elder twin, then there was the possibility they would do the same with the younger. Yes, there most definitely was cause for hope, indeed!
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      Tatiana! He did it!" Trina burst into the basement stillroom, sending the scents of dried flowers hanging from the rafters swirling around the room.

      Tatiana nearly spilled the tincture of peppermint she slowly added to her potion.

      She'd been confined to the house for the rest of her stay in London as punishment for the little trick she had pulled during the at-home—and received a lecture from her grandmother that had lasted no less than half an hour. Trina hadn't received any punishment, beyond the lecture, since it was her duty to find a husband and therefore needed to be seen in public.

      Tatiana put down the delicate glass vial on the scarred wooden table, and then looked up at her sister. "Who did what?"

      "Mr. Havelock. He proposed! And I said yes," Trina squeaked. She gripped her hands in front of her chest, as if in fervent prayer. What was she praying for? Her approval?

      If so, then she most certainly had it. Happiness exploded within Tatiana, although reason soon followed. "That is, well, it's amazing!"

      "I know!"

      "Fast."

      "I know!"

      "Unexpected."

      "Yes!" Trina exclaimed. Her eyes shone with a happiness Tatiana had never seen before. Her cheeks were flushed and she looked... she looked beautiful. Yes, some of the magical beauty Tatiana had given her just before that first ball still lingered. It had begun to fade, but now in its place was a true beauty. Could it be love, Tatiana wondered?

      "I am so happy for you, Trina. Was that who knocked just a little while ago?"

      "Yes. He came and spoke with Grandmama for a little bit—Thomas told me he was here—and then I was summoned to the drawing room. Grandmama allowed us to be alone, so I knew that this would be something important.

      "He was so romantic, he did everything just right," her sister finished on a sigh.

      "That's wonderful!" Tatiana pulled her sister into a tight hug. "He seems to be a very good man."

      "And he appreciates that I think about things," her sister gushed.

      "Yes? He is Vallen, isn't he? Is he powerful? Or not so much?" Tatiana asked, not that it made any difference whatsoever.

      "He is. He has a way with numbers that is quite astounding. It's where he's made his money." Trina stopped and looked appalled. "I hope Papa doesn't mind. His cousin is a marquess, but he, himself, has no title."

      Tatiana smiled at her sister's silly worries. "If he's a member of society, then I think there can be no question that Papa will approve. And Grandmama has done so already, so it should be fine."

      Trina gave a laughing sigh of relief. "Yes. It's going to be all right."

      And now her parents would be able to find a husband for her, Tatiana thought with a shiver.
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      “Cecelia has outdone herself," Lady Ashurst said, looking about Lady Southburn's salon at the crush of people. "She has always been able to coax anyone into attending her parties, but this is just..." her words petered out in a wave of awe.

      After Mr. Havelock had proposed to Trina, Tatiana had finally been released from her punishment, but not without yet another lecture.

      "Who is here?" Trina asked, eagerly looking from face to face as if she expected to recognize anyone.

      "Who is here?" her astounded fiancé asked. "Who isn't here?"

      "I take it, Trina, that all of the most influential members of society are here," Tatiana said, attempting to answer her sister despite her own ignorance.

      "Not only members of society," Mr. Havelock said, "but members of Parliament, and I heard the prince might even to attend."

      "The prince?" Trina squeaked. "Attend our engagement party? But why?"

      "Because Lady Southburn asked him," Tatiana shrugged.

      "And she did this in three days," their grandmother said, still in awe.

      "It is truly amazing," Tatiana agreed. She was not only astounded by the speed at which her grandmother's close friend had arranged this "little get together" (as Lady Southburn had called it), but that she'd managed it so that Tatiana could attend before she was forced to return home.

      It was quite a way to end her much too brief stay in London. Spots of pain momentarily danced before her eyes.

      "I wonder what the surprise is going be," Trina said.

      "Surprise?" Tatiana asked as she turned to her sister, who still looked about the room. Tatiana was grateful to Trina for changing the direction of her thoughts.

      "Yes, she said there would be a surprise a little later on. I wonder what it could be."

      Tatiana looked to her grandmother. She knew the secret. The smile on her face told Tatiana so. "What is it, Grandmama?"

      Lady Ashurst opened her eyes wide. "Why do you ask me?" she said, feigning ignorance.

      "Do you know?" Trina finally turned to look directly at their grandmother.

      Lady Ashurst just shrugged.

      "Of course she knows. But she won’t tell us," Tatiana said, a little annoyed. She wasn't sure she liked surprises. The last one had been her parents’ announcement that Trina would go to London to make her curtsey to society—and Tatiana would not.

      And with that disturbing thought, another appeared at her elbow.

      "Good afternoon, ladies," Mr. Vallentyn said bowing to them. "Haveland," he nodded to the gentleman.

      "Vallentyn, good to see you," Mr. Haveland reached out his hand.

      Mr. Vallentyn may have clasped hands with him, but his eyes remained firmly on Tatiana. She could feel his gaze burning into her even though she deliberately did not look at him. It wasn't easy.

      "My congratulations, Haveland. You're a very lucky man," Mr. Vallentyn said, finally turning away from Tatiana. She snuck a peek. He was handsome as ever in a dark blue coat with a stunning waistcoat of blue with blue and silver embroidery.

      "Thank you.  I am well aware of it."

      "I think I'll get some lemonade," Tatiana said, and moved away from the group as her grandmother gave an approving nod.

      She needed to get away from Mr. Vallentyn. She'd sworn to get him out of her mind and to stay away from him. She was certain that, despite the fact that her sister was now engaged, she still needed to be diligent about keeping away from the man. Quite possibly she needed to be even more so, now that her parents would begin the task of finding an appropriate husband for her.

      But Tatiana knew that her heart would not be safe until she stopped seeing Mr. Vallentyn every time she turned around. For that reason alone, she almost looked forward to going home.

      She couldn't have him, so she didn't want to think about him.

      "Let me." Mr. Vallentyn's hand reached in front of her, gently making a path for her between two people who stood back-to-back, each engaged in conversations with other groups. "Pardon us," he said to one, as the lady turned to see who needed to get by.

      The woman moved and Tatiana slipped past. Clearly, her grandmother had failed to keep him from following her as well. He was nothing if not persistent!

      Tatiana felt hot and hemmed. She wanted nothing more than to sprint through the room to get to the refreshments, but she could move no faster than a crawl in the packed room. Mr. Vallentyn eased the way for her—but that didn't help, since it was from him she was trying to escape.

      A wide-open space miraculously opened up in front of her. She took advantage of it and dashed forward.
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      The refreshments are this way," Mr. Vallentyn said, indicating for her to go to the right. But with the light and air coming from the left, she went in that direction instead.

      "Miss Tatiana?" he called, coming after her.

      In front of her, the doors to the garden appeared. They had been thrown open to allow fresh air into the overcrowded room. She paused before stepping outside. She wasn't sure she should go without an escort.

      "Is there something wrong?" Mr. Vallentyn asked, coming up next to her.

      She refused to look at him. She couldn't. She would be lost in his eyes if she did. It would be too painful.

      "No, why do you ask?" she answered, keeping her gaze firmly on the garden.

      "You seem to be running away from me. Or is it just my imagination?"

      What could she say? It was the truth. So she said nothing.

      "Have I done something wrong? Said something that hurt you? Not said something I should have--"

      "No!" she said, cutting him off. She couldn't help it; she turned to look at him. His eyes were full of concern, his golden eyebrows drawn down. It wasn't right. Now she had hurt him.

      He took her hands in his own. "Then what is it?"

      Unable to speak, she just shook her head and turned to look back out at the garden. His hands, still holding hers, sent little sparks of heat running through her. Why did he feel so good? It wasn't fair.

      "Tatiana," his voice slid over her skin like velvet. She fought hard not to envelop herself within its delicious warmth. For the first time, he had used just her name without the polite 'Miss' before it.

      Her eyes stung. She realized she had stopped blinking from staring so hard, trying not to look at him.

      "Let's go for a walk." He let go of one hand and tucked the other into the crook of his arm, leading her outside.

      She shouldn't. She mustn't. But she couldn't stop herself.
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      Kit searched his mind for something he'd done wrong, but couldn't think of anything. Could it have something to do with her sister’s engagement? Was she worried about her own circumstance?

      He led her down the path and amongst the trees, finally stopping far enough away from the house so the noise from the party was just a murmur in the background. As they moved around to the far side of a tree, Tatiana turned around and leaned back against the trunk. She looked up at him with such sadness in her eyes that his muscles tightened ready to attack the one who had made her this way—only it was he who had done it. He just didn't understand how.

      He stepped closer to her. Running a finger down the soft skin of her cheek, he forced her to look up at him. "Now tell me," he insisted.

      She shook her head, but the words came out anyway. "I'll be going home tomorrow."

      Her words cut into his heart.

      Immediately, his mind spun to her parents. Would they consider his suit if he applied to them? They had to. He knew now with an absolute certainty what he'd been toying with for the past two weeks—he loved her. He could not accept spending the rest of his life without her. No matter what it cost him.  If his father disinherited him for loving Tatiana, then so be it.

      Looking at her, he knew words couldn't come close to conveying his feelings. He leaned down and gently feathered his lips against hers to show her instead. But it wasn't enough, not when she responded so deliciously, reaching up to meet him.

      Sparks flew through his mind and his body. All thought ceased. Joy, completeness and need drove everything else from his mind.

      But she was so sweet, so innocent. He didn't want to scare her with his ardor. He forced himself to back off. His body screamed for him not to—nearly to the point of pain. But he took himself in control and pulled back to look down at the woman he loved.

      She wasn't there.

      There was another woman in her place. Beautiful, glowing, powerful. Her hair was a rich, luxuriant brown, her cheeks and lips full and pink, her huge eyes an unfathomable black that left him nearly gasping in their depths. Kit blinked. "Tatiana?"

      The word was hardly out of his mouth when he heard a gasp. Lady Southburn was standing only a few feet away with her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide with shock and knowledge that she had a story to tell.

      "Lady Southburn!" The words tore from his lips.

      "Oh, my!" the lady said, gasping again.

      "You may be the first to congratulate me. Miss Tatiana has just consented to become my wife," he said, turning back to Tatiana. He almost choked. The demure young lady he'd known for the past two weeks returned. The other person, that striking woman who'd been there just a moment ago, was gone.

      Magic! He nearly trembled with shock. She'd done this. She'd masked herself from him, from the world. How could she do that? How could she hold on to her magic for hours at a time? Days perhaps? And it wasn't just her looks that she'd masked; it was her power as well. He had felt it when he'd looked into her eyes after their kiss.

      But now, it was gone. She was once again the same rather dull-looking young woman she had been. Incredible.

      "Oh! Oh, how wonderful!" Lady Southburn said, pulling Kit's mind back to the present. "Indeed, congratulations, Miss Tatiana. How very happy you must be to have made such an excellent match."

      "A little too opportune, if you ask me," his father said from behind Lady Southburn.
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      "Father! Uh no, not exactly opportune… except, of course, for the opportunity. That was quite unexpected,” He turned back to her, looking deeply into her eyes as if truly seeing her for the first time, “and wonderful," Mr. Vallentyn said.

      Tatiana turned to look at him. It was the first time she'd ever heard him sound awkward. Tatiana, herself, was still reeling from his kiss, then his shocking announcement to Lady Southburn. What would her parents say when she had no right to accept a marriage proposal? Now Lord Durrington had joined them as well?

      She gripped the tree behind her for support. She knew Mr. Vallentyn had seen her, the real her, when he'd pulled back from their kiss. She couldn't have helped it—she completely lost control of her magic when he kissed her. It felt so good that she'd melted in his arms, her mind going completely blank. And she supposed she just let go of her magic.

      Odd, but she'd never lost control of her magic before. On the other hand, she'd never been kissed like that before either. She didn't know if it was the kiss, or something to do with Mr. Vallentyn.

      She was sure she'd shocked the poor man, but he'd recovered with amazing speed with Lady Southburn. His father's presence, however, especially right after so many other shocks, was clearly more than he could manage.

      Still, Mr. Vallentyn quickly caught himself. He cleared his throat and gave both his father and Lady Southburn a smile as he pulled himself back together. "You know, this is something I have thought about for some time, Father. Although I must admit, I did take advantage of this beautiful setting and the romance of the day to ask for Miss Tatiana's hand. I do hope you will pardon me for doing so, my lady?"

      Tatiana suspected he had infused a touch of magic into his words, for Lady Southburn was immediately charmed--smiling and nearly giggling. "Oh, but of course, Mr. Vallentyn. They are lovely gardens, and you are not the first to take advantage of them for such a purpose."

      Mr. Vallentyn gave his father a nervous look, and then turned back to Lady Southburn with one of his most endearing smiles. "You are too kind. Without a doubt, this is going to be the most talked about party of the season."

      "Oh my, yes!" she cooed. "Well, I must see to my guests. I do hope you will excuse me." She gave a quick nod to them all, and then scampered back to the house. There was no doubt in Tatiana's mind that Mr. Vallentyn had orchestrated that reaction with his magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Well done, Christopher," his father snarled. "At least you got that right, sending that old gossip off. Although you know exactly what she'll do—spread word of this sham engagement throughout the ton."

      "It is not..." Mr. Vallentyn began.

      "Not a sham?" his father interrupted. "No? Do you actually mean to marry this conniving girl? Will you give up your inheritance? Your place in the world? Your place in our family? For all of that will be gone. You will have nothing. You just say the word."

      Tatiana was horrified by Lord Durrington's words. But turning back to Mr. Vallentyn, she became truly furious

      His beautiful waistcoat was in tatters and blood seeped from the gouges his father's words had cut into his chest.

      "How dare you!" she hissed as she spun back to Lord Durrington, her fury overriding everything else in her mind.

      "Tatiana," Mr. Vallentyn's warning barely registered in her mind.

      "How dare I?" Lord Durrington spat back. "How dare you? You have used your wiles to tear my son away from his family. You have no understanding of..."

      "Father! Enough!" Mr. Vallentyn said, stepping in front of Tatiana to shield her from his father's harsh words. She began to feel them cut into her own body. Mr. Vallentyn's voice vibrated with powerful magic. "You don't know..."

      "Oh, I know perfectly well," his father retorted, slashing away Mr. Vallentyn's words. He turned back to Tatiana. "You little..."

      "Not another word," Tatiana warned him. Her voice was dangerously quiet as she stepped forward next to Mr. Vallentyn and fury burned like lava through her veins. She managed to rein in most of her anger, but did allow some of her magic to seep through effectively cutting off Lord Durrington's voice. Even if he wanted to say more, he would not be able to.

      Of course he tried, but all he could do was open and close his mouth like a fish. His face burned red with the effort.

      "Tatiana, that is not the answer," Mr. Vallentyn said. He gave a wave of his hand and his father stumbled forward.

      "...of duty, of family pride," Lord Durrington continued as if he'd been speaking all along.

      Tatiana trembled in her rage. Unlike the evening of the ball, there was no ceiling to impede her magic. A bolt of lightning hit the ground less than a foot away from Lord Durrington.

      He jumped. "And intimidating me with magic won’t change my mind."

      "Tatiana, stop." Mr. Vallentyn's words were quiet and gentle, seeping into her mind.

      A ground-shuddering roll of thunder followed the lightning before another bolt hit on Lord Durrington's other side.

      "I know nothing of duty?" she asked, her voice deadly quiet.

      "You would take my son," Lord Durrington started, oblivious to the danger he faced.

      "Tatiana, stop now!" The command in Mr. Vallentyn's voice was stronger this time. Not only did it slither into her mind, but also grabbed a hold of her magic and cut off the next bolt of lightning that was about to come even closer to Lord Durrington.

      She spun to look at Mr. Vallentyn, her fury directed now at him. "Don't you dare stop..."

      "You cannot kill my father," Mr. Vallentyn said, lacing his words with such strong magic that Tatiana wasn't sure she could break through them. Her confidence wavered.

      "And clearly with you here, she wouldn't be able to, would she?" a new voice said, coming from the direction of the house.

      Startled, they all turned to face the newcomer.

      "Mother!" The word popped out of Tatiana's mouth. Her fury was gone, blown away in her astonishment.

      "I believe the word your grandmother wished me to say was 'surprise!'" Her mother turned toward Mr. Vallentyn and said, "Bravo to you, sir," as she joined them beneath the trees.

      "I assume that you are Mr. Vallentyn, the man Lady Southburn has been so pleased to tell everyone is now engaged to my daughter?"

      Tatiana wasn't sure, but it seemed as if Mr. Vallentyn was trembling as he bowed in acknowledgement. "May I present my father, Lord Durrington?" he asked.

      The man in question still scowled, but seemed less sure of himself than he had a moment ago. Had he noticed Mr. Vallentyn's nervousness or could he sense her mother's power? She wasn't trying to mask it the way Tatiana had done for the past two weeks. It was more than evident that someone extremely powerful was nearby—at least to Tatiana.

      "I assume, my lady, that you are here to inform your daughter that you will not stand for this ridiculous proposal?" Lord Durrington asked.

      Tatiana's mother turned to him, taking a moment to size him up. She raised an eyebrow as she folded her arms across her body. "I admit that I had come out here to do exactly that. But now that I've seen what your son is capable of, I believe I've changed my mind."

      She turned back to Mr. Vallentyn. "You will do very nicely. Well done, Tatiana."

      "You cannot be serious!" Lord Durrington exploded.

      Lady Ashurst turned back to the man, giving him a look that made him take a step away from her. "I am always serious."

      "Mother? You approve of my marrying Mr. Vallentyn?" Tatiana asked just to make absolutely sure she understood.

      "I did just say so, did I not, child?" her mother asked. "You are an extremely lucky man, Mr. Vallentyn, you do realize this? It is quite a responsibility you are taking on here."

      "The responsibility is mine, Mother," Tatiana protested, "not his."

      "What responsibility, ma'am? There is something very important I'm missing here," Mr. Vallentyn interrupted.

      "What are you two going on about?" Lord Durrington echoed his son, looking from Tatiana to her mother and back again.

      Lady Ashurst studied Tatiana. "I can see you've hidden yourself well, child. So I assume you've not told either of them."

      "Told us what?" Lord Durrington asked again.

      Tatiana let her magic fall away. "No. I haven't..." She could hear Lord Durrington gasp, but Mr. Vallentyn seemed to be expecting it.

      Her mother tsked. "Really, Tatiana, you cannot agree to marry someone without informing them of what they'd be getting themselves into. That's not right."

      "But I didn't think you would actually allow us to marry. You said that you must choose my husband," Tatiana argued.

      "Excuse me," Lord Durrington broke in again, his voice cracking now with nervousness.

      Mr. Vallentyn also looked expectantly between Tatiana and her mother.

      Tatiana stayed quiet to allow her mother do the explaining. Lady Ashurst just shook her head before she turned to the two men.

      "Tatiana is of the sixth generation. Her seventh child will be the Seventh. That is quite a responsibility for both her and the child's father."

      "The seventh what?" Lord Durrington asked.

      "You don't mean..." Mr. Vallentyn started, but his words petered out. He was beginning to understand, Tatiana was certain. He was an intelligent man.

      "What do you mean the seventh, what?" Lady Ashurst snapped at Lord Durrington, clearly now thinking him an imbecile.

      "He doesn't know, Mother." Tatiana said. She turned to Mr. Vallentyn. "But you know now, don't you?"

      "I have an idea, but it may be entirely wrong," he said. Tatiana wished she could have wiped his forehead clean of the worry lines criss-crossing it.

      "What? What is it?" Lord Durrington was perhaps beginning to lose his patience.

      Tatiana took pity on him. "My mother is the High Priestess of all Vallen. Upon my twenty-first birthday, I will take her position. I will be the sixth to do so since the last Seventh. According to the prophecy, my seventh child will not only become the High Priestess, but also the Seventh—the one destined to be the most powerful Vallen in centuries."

      "The one who gives all Vallen back the powers that we have lost over so many generations?" Lord Durrington's voice squeaked.

      "Yes," Tatiana nodded. She turned back to Mr. Vallentyn with a little smile. "I've even decided what I will name her, my seventh child. She'll be Morgan, after my great ancestor, Morgan le Fey."

      Mr. Vallentyn's face had lost all of its color. Tatiana watched with growing worry as his Adam's apple bobbed up and down in his throat and he struggled to speak. Finally, he came out with it.

      "I'm so sorry, Tatiana." He shook his head, his eyes sad. "I cannot marry you. I cannot be the father of your Morgan."  His words were little more than a whisper, but they echoed in Tatiana's ears as if he'd shouted them.

      "But she has chosen you!" her mother protested. "And even more importantly, I have chosen you."

      He looked over at her, still shaking his head. "I must beg your indulgence, my lady, but I cannot."

      "Christopher, don't be an idiot!" his father growled.

      "No. I'm not, I'm..." he started.

      "May I have a word?" Tatiana interrupted him. He could not do this to her. He could not turn his back on her just because of who she was. Why did this hurt even more than when Lord Durrington's words had cut into her earlier?

      She walked to the other side of the copse of trees, hoping Mr. Vallentyn followed her. She was relieved when she turned and found him right next to her.

      "I'm sorry, Tatiana. If I had known..."

      "If you had known, would you have spent so much time with me?" she asked as she looked up at him, willing her eyes to stay dry.

      "No," he whispered. "Yes!" he said, quickly changing his answer.

      Tatiana shook her head, confused.

      Mr. Vallentyn seemed to be equally confused. He dropped his head down into his hands. "I don't know."

      She waited for him to figure it out. To explain himself to her.

      Finally, he looked up. "I do not regret a moment I've spent with you. I've thoroughly enjoyed talking with you, being with you. I truly thought I could easily spend the rest of my life with you. But I cannot marry the High Priestess. I can't be the father of the Seventh."

      "I don't understand. Why not? Is it the responsibility? As I said to my mother..."

      "No, it's not the responsibility. It's... it's that I'm not worthy." He paused and held up his hand before she could say anything. "Tatiana, I'm a farmer. It's all that I want to be. Well, that and perhaps a local magistrate. But I don't want to go into politics. I don't want to take my seat in Parliament. I don't want to be..."

      "You are more than worthy!" she said, interrupting him. She just couldn't allow him to berate himself. "You stopped me, Mr. Vallentyn! You stopped me from using my magic. You're extremely powerful."

      He shook his head. "Power has nothing to do with it. Or, maybe for you it does, but for me... don't you understand? I want to live an ordinary life."

      Tatiana could feel the tear escape from the corner of her eye. "Yes! I want... I will need as ordinary a life as I can get. As the High Priestess, I will be pulled this way and that by my duties. To know that you're there, at home, being ordinary... Being a farmer or whatever else it is that you want to do... that's what I want. That's what I'll need. But even more than that..." she paused, wondering if she could be so bold and forthright. But then she remembered that he valued plain speaking.

      She took a deep breath, looking deeply into his eyes so that he could feel her honesty and not just hear it. "You are the joy in my life. You are my happiness. Without you, my life would be nothing but duty and responsibility. I need you and your ordinary life." She swallowed again. "I love you, Christopher."

      The wrinkles on his brow smoothed, as if the storm clouds in his mind had rolled away. A small smile lit up one side of his mouth. "Kit."

      "What?"

      "My father calls me Christopher when he's angry, but I prefer to be called Kit."

      Tatiana laughed. She couldn't help it. She worried that her entire life would be spent thinking about what might have been because she hadn't told him the truth earlier—and his response was that he wanted her to call him by his nickname!

      "I love you, Tatiana," he said. To ensure that she knew he truly meant it, he said it not just with his words and his voice but with his eyes and his heart as well.

      "I love you, Kit," she answered, as the warmth of his love seeped into her very being, warming her even in the chill evening air.

      "And we'll create this Morgan of yours?" he asked, a twinkle of laughter in his eyes.

      Tatiana could feel her face heat at the thought of having a child with him. "Six more before her, though," she agreed.

      Kit's laughter moved from his eyes, replaced by something that made Tatiana feel even warmer.

      "Well then, we shall busy, won’t we? Perhaps it would be best if we married quickly."
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      Can a twenty year-old woman make life worth living for a man nearly a thousand years old?

      Kate Cherington is certainly trying her best. The handsome and amusing Sir Arthur Dagonet does exactly what Kate has always dreamed of doing—travel the world, exploring new lands. He also may be her only path away from an aunt determined to keep Kate from having a life of her own. Kate knows that her only hope for the adventure she craves is to escape with Sir Arthur.

      Sir Arthur has already lived through several lifetimes, thanks to the gift of immortality from the great Merlin. After centuries of adventure, he’s eager to rid himself of this gift, and to finally die. But meeting the brave and beautiful Kate brings back memories of his happy exploits with the Children of Avalon, the first of the magical Vallen. Though he decides he really doesn’t want to get distracted from his goal, he is bound by a promise to help, Tatiana Vallentyn, the current high priestess of the Vallen.

      From the mists of legend to the estates of the Regency, Kate and Sir Arthur tussle with a force unanticipated by either, and stronger than any desire for life or death—love.
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      Madelina picked the child up in her arms and ran toward the castle where she lived with her parents and her aunts and uncles. Even with her vast knowledge of healing, she could not save the sick babe. Only one person could do that—her mother. She knew the knight was behind her as she ran, but she barely acknowledged him. What difference did it make if he discovered her family secret if a child’s life was lost? She would save the child every day, and so would her mother!

      When she reached the great hall, she called out at the top of her lungs, “Mother! This child is dying!”

      She did not see her mother, only her aunt Christiana, but she knew that was good enough. Christiana would use her mind to communicate with her sister as she always did.

      Christiana closed her eyes. When she opened them, she nodded at Madelina. “She is coming.”

      “Thank you, Auntie.” Madelina sat down, cradling the child against her, wishing she could call up power from within her to save the child as her mother could.

      The man who had brought the child to the castle stared at her. “I was told you had a way with herbs and potions.” He obviously could not understand why she was calling for someone else to save the child.

      Madelina, still out of breath from her run, looked at the man before responding. “I do have a way with herbs, but everything I know is from my mother. She has a healing way about her.” Many had called her mother a witch, but Madelina knew better. Her mother—and her two sisters—had each received powers at birth that they used only for good. How could anyone call that witchcraft?

      Madelina herself had the power to call and calm storms, but she had apprenticed under the best medicine woman in the area. She wanted to be able to heal like her mother. As soon as she thought of her mother, she saw the older woman running toward her, her dress a blur of blue. Before Madelina could say a word, her mother was on her knees before her—hands outstretched to heal the child.

      It only took a moment before the babe’s fever was gone, and eyes were clear. They had been bloodshot with the fever, and the babe had been unable to make a sound. Madelina let out a breath. “Thank you, Mother.”

      The man looked at Madelina and walked toward her, reaching out to touch the child. “The fever is gone. She was burning up just a moment ago.” He frowned in confusion. What was happening in this place?

      Madelina frowned at the stranger. He must not be from the area because everyone around knew that her mother, Marina, had the power to heal with a touch. “Who are you?”

      The man frowned at her. “My name is Alexander. I was sent with a message for Baron Roland from my father, Baron Ralph. They fought with King William together, may he rest in peace.”

      “Roland is my uncle. I will take the message.” Madelina held her hand out for the message with the gracefulness of a woman who had known power her entire life.

      “But the child . . .”

      “What about the child? She is fine now. Is she yours?” Madelina had a hard time believing the child could be his because she was dressed in peasant’s clothes and he was obviously a nobleman.

      “I found her lying along the path on the way here. I was surprised to find a child alone, but when I stopped to pick her up, she was burning with fever. A peasant I passed told me to bring her to Lady Madelina, who was skilled with herbs and potions, to heal her, so I brought her to you.” He frowned. “How did your mother heal her?”

      Mother raised an eyebrow. “I healed her with my touch, of course. There was no other way to save her life.” She met the stranger’s eyes. “I am Marina, wife of Charles, Roland’s brother. I will take the missive to Roland.”

      Alexander bowed his head. “Thank you, Lady Marina.”

      Madelina was not surprised when her aunt took the message from her mother. “I will take it to my husband. I am Christiana, wife of Roland.” Though both women were older, they held their heads high and proud. They were ladies by birth and by marriage.

      “Thank you.” Alexander watched as the two older women left the hall together, and he looked again at the young woman holding the child. “The babe is all right?”

      Madelina nodded. “She is fine.” She had no idea if the child was a girl, but she seemed like a girl to her, so she called her she. “We need to find her parents? She must belong to someone.”

      “I saw a burned hut a short distance from the road. I presume the parents had fever and their bodies were burned. I do not know why the child was spared.”

      “How far from here did that happen? If it was close, then people will come here to look for her. All of the people in the area know my mother and I heal anyone brought to us.” She hugged ahpthe child tightly against her, hoping that no one would come. A child to raise would give her a true purpose in life—more than just apprenticing under her mother.

      “And if no one comes for her?”

      Madelina shrugged. “We will keep her and raise her as a member of our family.”

      “You would really do that? It is a peasant child.”

      “It makes no difference to us. People are people whether nobleman or peasants.” She glanced up as her uncle entered the hall with her mother and both aunts at his side. Her aunt Eva must have been called to join them for whatever reason. Madelina did not like that this man knew the secrets her family held, but she could do nothing about it.

      Roland stopped a foot in front of the stranger, his eyes traveling up and down the man. “You are the seventh son of my friend, Ralph? I have not seen him in many years.”

      “I am.” Alexander was the seventh son of a seventh son as far back as their family knew, and that was back to their Viking ancestors. “My father asked me to greet you for him.”

      Roland read the scroll in his hand again before his eyes met Alexander’s. “Your father has asked for an alliance through marriage. He said that as his seventh son, you have a great deal of luck. What does that mean?” Roland’s eyes were narrowed shrewdly. He was a man of great power and influence, and no one in his presence forgot it.

      Alexander shrugged. He had not realized his father was asking for a marriage for him, but he was not terribly surprised. He was already twenty-four summers, and he had never even courted a lady. His father wanted to see him married, and his luck would have pointed him to the right lady for his son. “It means that I am able to determine which fork to take in a path. I can guess which man is the one to be trusted. Little things like that. It comes from being the seventh son in a long line of seventh sons.”

      Roland would have once dismissed what the younger man was saying, but after years of being married to a woman who could communicate through his mind, he was inclined to believe such things were possible. “What is your hope for the future as a seventh son?”

      Alexander took a deep breath. “I am not sure if you are aware, but my family has always provided for the seventh son first. I will inherit the castle where I was raised. My brothers have all married and moved on.”

      Roland raised an eyebrow at that. “I was not aware. Most families do things differently. Very interesting.” He studied Alexander for another moment. “My four daughters have all married. And my sons have married as well. There is only one unmarried female left in the family.”

      Madelina blushed as she felt the eyes of everyone in the room on her. She knew her family despaired of her ever marrying. She was twenty summers old, and her father had suggested taking her to court many times, but her moods were too unpredictable. If she became sad, it could rain indoors, as it had many times in their castle. If she was angry, it could cause a tornado. She saw some snow start to fall from the ceiling, which her family would know meant she was embarrassed.

      Alexander looked at the beautiful young lady, still holding the peasant baby against her breast. “Would you consider me as a possible husband?” He brushed a drop of moisture from his cheek, only then realizing it was snow. But how? It is the middle of summer, and it is snowing indoors? He looked around at the others in the room and realized none of them were surprised. Even the baby was perfectly content. “May I ask where the snow comes from?”

      Madelina straightened her shoulders. If he was to consider her for a mate, then he must know of her affliction. “From me.” All of the other females in her family had inherited powers that could help people. Hers were mere inconveniences.

      “You?” He stared at her with surprise. First her mother had healed the babe with her touch, and now she claimed she was making it snow indoors. “How?”

      She shrugged. “In my family, most of the women are born with special powers. We know not from whence they came, but we all have them.”

      Alexander looked at Roland. “This is true?”

      Roland nodded. “My wife has the ability to talk to you in your head.”

      As soon as Roland finished speaking, Alexander heard the word “hello” in his mind. He stared at Lady Christiana in shock. “Did you do that?”

      Christiana nodded, a smile lighting her face. “Hello, Alexander.”

      Madelina hid a giggle as her Aunt Eva stepped forward, a purple dragon swooping down from the ceiling and landing on her shoulder. “I am Eva. I have the power to make people see things that are not truly there.”

      Alexander swallowed hard, nodding. He had thought his family was odd with the luck the seventh son had, but this was truly amazing. He wondered how many people knew about this. “And you,” he said nodding at Madelina’s mother, “have the healing touch.”

      Marina nodded. “That I do.”

      He frowned at Madelina. “And what exactly is your power?”

      Madelina had always thought of her power as more of a curse, which was why she had worked so hard to learn to heal people as her mother did. It also provided a cloak for her mother’s powers when necessary. “I control the weather with my emotions.”

      He blinked a few times. “So, if we marry, I can expect a life of getting snowed on?”

      She smiled wryly. “It only snows when I am embarrassed. If I am happy, the sun will shine. Different emotions cause different weather.” She watched him carefully, wondering if he would run at the idea of her being so different than most women.

      Roland spoke, commanding everyone’s attention. “There will be no marriage until we have time to get to know you. You have yet to meet my brother, Charles, Madelina’s father. I will not give you her hand in his stead.”

      “But . . .” Alexander took a deep breath. “I understand, sir. Mayhap I can stay nearby while you make your decision?”

      Roland shook his head. “Nay, you will stay here. We will see you at all times of day and truly take your measure. Madelina is a precious gem, and she will not be allowed to marry a man who will not treat her as such.” He turned to Christiana. “We will feast tonight to welcome a suitor for Madelina’s hand.”

      Christiana nodded. “Aye, husband. I will go inform the kitchen.” She rushed out of the hall, toward the back of the castle.

      “And where may I put my things?” Alexander had not brought much with him. Just two changes of clothes. He would happily sleep on the floor if they so desired. Madelina was a beautiful woman, and he could not wait to spend time with her to get to know her better. She was obviously very loved by her family, so he would have to make sure they were impressed by him.

      Roland looked at Madelina. “Give the babe to your mother and show him to the blue room in the west wing. It will put him as far from you as possible and still have him in a comfortable room in my home.”

      Madelina did not think of disobeying. She may have powers that her uncle did not, but his orders were not to be thwarted. “I have not discovered her name yet, Mama.” She pressed a kiss to the small cheek before turning her attention to their guest. “Do you want to get your things? We can have the stable lad tend to your mount.”

      “Yes, please.” He watched her, thinking about what his father had proposed. She was a beautiful young lady, and she would suit him well . . . if looks were to be the only thing considered. But there was so much more.

      He had no idea if she had a dowry, but it did not matter. His family was not lacking in land or wealth due to their luck. He had no idea if she would have the ability to run a large household, but that was just what she would need to be able to do as his wife.

      As she led him to the stable, he took his horse’s reins and followed, watching the gentle sway of her hips. His body reacted to her nearness, and he knew that her comely form would please him greatly. He hoped it would not take long for a marriage to take place.

      “Milord, this is Gerald, our stable lad. Gerald, would you take Lord Alexander’s horse and be certain to feed and water him?” Madelina asked.

      Gerald bowed his head slightly. “Aye, milady. He is a fine horse.” He patted the horse’s muzzle and took his reins while Alexander got his things from a bag tied to the saddle.

      “Thank you, Gerald,” Alexander said, startling Madelina.

      “Do you often thank servants for doing their jobs?” she asked. Never before had she seen a member of the nobility outside her own family do so.

      “Yes, of course. Whether it is their job or not, it is kind of them to help me. I try to never fail to show my appreciation.” Alexander watched her. “Do you not approve?”

      “Oh, I most definitely approve, milord. My family has always done the same, but I have never seen it from another. I believe it will afford you more of a chance to marry me.” She walked back toward the castle, expecting him to follow.

      “Wait, please.”

      Madelina turned to him. “Yes?”

      “Since we are considering the idea of marriage to one another, would you consider calling me Alexander? Or even Alex, as my family calls me?”

      She nodded. “Aye, Alex. And please call me Lina, as my family calls me.” Not all her family called her Lina, but her siblings and cousins did, and she preferred the shortened version of her name.

      “Lina? I had thought you would be called by your full name.” He wanted to take her hand in his, but he was not sure how she would feel about it, so he walked beside her, not touching her except the occasional brush of his arm against hers.

      “Often, I am called by my entire name, but all of my siblings and my cousins called me Lina.”

      “You are the last unmarried cousin?” he asked, curious about her family, which seemed to be very close.

      “Yes, I am. I am a full six years younger than the closest cousin in age, so it is not surprising that I am the last to marry.” She did not mention her affliction because he already knew about that. She did not need to pound it into his head with a mallet.

      “And all the females in your family have powers such as you do?” he asked, surprised that word of their family had not spread across all of England.

      “Aye. One of my sisters is able to communicate with animals. One is able to change her appearance at will, making herself lovelier than she actually is. The strongest powers belong to my mother and two aunts. They had to fight a man who was attempting to conquer the world and win, or there would have been much hardship for many generations.”

      “That is fascinating.” They had reached the castle, and she turned toward the staircase leading off to the left, while he followed.

      “My uncle has said you will stay in the west wing in the blue room. It is his favorite room for guests to stay in—very comfortable but away from the ladies of the house.”

      He laughed. “He is a wise man.” With that one sentence, she had explained how careful her uncle was with her virtue. He could not help but respect the man for the care he had taken with the woman he wanted to marry more and more as the afternoon wore on.

      “Yes, he is. Wiser than you can imagine, I am afraid.” She stopped at a door at the top of the stairs and opened it wide. “If you would care for a bath, I will have the servants prepare one for you. Or if you would like, I can give you a tour of the land and castle.” She was not sure what made her offer the tour. It was not something she had ever done, but the man was a bit intriguing to her. Other men had come to ask for her hand, but she had denied them all. She wanted someone to desire her for herself and not for her familial connections.

      “I would greatly enjoy a tour.” Alexander walked into the bedchamber and put his things onto the bed. “Shall we go?”

      Madelina smiled, nodding. “There is no need to show you this wing of the castle. It is only used for guests at this time. When the entire family lived here, it was occupied, but there is no need any longer. We all stay in the east wing near one another.”

      “I see.” He followed her as she descended the stairs, one hand lifting the hem of her gown gracefully. She was not dressed in clothes that would have been acceptable at court, but she was pleasing to him. Her long green dress was made of simple cotton, allowing her ease of movement for her tasks. She was obviously not an idle woman. Her hands were calloused and rough, as if she did hard physical work at times.

      As they reached the bottom of the stairs, she stopped. “Father, have you heard we have a guest?” She waved to Alexander. “This is Alexander. His father fought with you at Hastings. Alex, this is my father, Charles.”

      Charles tilted his head to one side, studying Alex. “Are you Ralph’s son, perchance? You look quite like him.”

      Alex nodded. “I am. He sent me here.”

      “Roland told me an old friend had sent his son but not which old friend. I see that Madelina is showing you around.” Charles offered his hand to shake. “It is good to meet you, and I will enjoy getting to know you.”

      “It is good to meet you, sir.” Alex found he was nervous meeting the man who would decide whether or not he was allowed to marry Madelina. All of a sudden, it felt as if it had been his idea to marry the maiden, and he did not want anything to get in his way. His luck was proving true once again.

      Charles looked back and forth between the two of them. “Enjoy yourselves.”

      She did not take them upstairs, and she did not show him the kitchens, but she led him to the four sitting areas that were on the main floor of the castle as well as the great hall, where they had feasts and ate supper on a regular basis. “Would you care to see the grounds?”

      Alex shrugged. “I have been traveling for three days, and I am a bit weary. Would you mind if we sat down and just talked for a bit?”

      “I am so sorry. You should have said something sooner. I would have been happy to sit with you.” She led him to the closest sitting room and sat down on a window seat, tucking her legs under her. She knew it was not a ladylike way to sit, but if he was going to get to know her, then he should know the real her and not just what she projected to strangers.

      He sat in a chair perpendicular to her, not at all disappointed that she made herself comfortable in his presence. “What do you like to do?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “When I was little, my siblings and cousins and I would play together a great deal. Now I spend my spare time learning from my mother. Her healing abilities fascinate me.”

      “Do you sometimes wish you had her power instead of your own?” he asked. He could not imagine having any power and wishing for another, but he could see it was possible in this woman.

      She smiled at how astute he was. “Most definitely. I can make it snow indoors or rain when I am sad, but what use are such things? A power like healing is something that can do good for others.”

      “I can see times when your ability to control the weather would come in handy.” How could she not see the benefits of controlling weather?

      She frowned at him. “Such as?”

      Alex smiled at her. “Imagine we are in our own castle, the one I will inherit as soon as I marry, and there are invaders coming. We could find out about them many hours before they arrive. A tornado or a strong thunderstorm or even a blizzard would stop them in their tracks.”

      “Why did I never think of that?” Madelina asked. Her father had never even suggested her helping them in a battle. She could see where it would be very useful, though.

      “Because you are a gentle lady more interested in healing than in war, I would wager. And remember, I am surrounded by luck.”

      She smiled, delighted by this man and his company. Mayhap it was time she married after all.
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      Madelina spent the rest of the day with Alexander, chatting with him. She was careful to leave the door open, and quite often one of her aunts or her mother would stick their head in the room to check on them.

      After several hours, her mother came into the room and sat down on the window seat beside her. “Supper will be served in an hour or so. Would you like to dress for the meal?”

      Madelina had not thought of that. They were usually casual for meals, but with a suitor there for her, she would be expected to be more formal. “Yes, Mother.” She stood, smiling at Alex. “Can you find your way back to your room? Or should I send someone with you?”

      “I can make my own way.” He stood and bowed his head. “I will see you at supper.”

      As soon as he was gone, her mother caught her hand and pulled her back down. “What do you think of him? I have never seen you spend so many hours with someone outside the family.”

      “Oh, Mama, he is a kind, gentle man. He said ‘thank you’ to Gerald for stabling his horse.” Madelina knew her mother would understand the import of her words. She knew their family was different from others.

      Marina smiled. “I think that is a very good sign indeed. Do you feel . . . attraction for him?”

      Madelina blushed. “I feel like I would like for him to take my hand or kiss me. Is that attraction?”

      “Very much so. I am pleased for you, daughter. I will have your father hurry as he finds out all he can about his family and past.”

      “Must he do that? It feels like we do not trust him . . .”

      “I only have one youngest daughter and one last unmarried daughter. I do not trust anyone when it comes to my precious child.” Marina got to her feet. “We must dress for supper. Wear your green velvet.”

      Madelina made a face. “But It is so hot. I will have to constantly make a wind blow through the great hall to avoid sweating.”

      “So? I see nothing wrong with that.”

      “Mama, where is the child?” Madelina felt that she had done something wrong not keeping the little girl within her sight. She had all but forgotten her as she had spent the day with Alexander.

      “She is sleeping on a pallet in your room. One of the servants is with her. I judge her age to be around three. She hasn’t spoken yet, but hopefully she will be able to give us her name.” Her mother tilted her head to one side, considering. “You want to keep her, do you not?”

      “If she has no other family, then yes, of course I do.”

      “It would not be easy to start out a marriage raising a child that is not even yours.”

      Madelina shrugged. “Honestly, Mama, if he does not feel the way I do about raising a peasant child with no family, then he is not the man I want to spend my life with.”

      Her mother shook her head, a slight smile at her lips. “We may have raised you with just a little too much independence. You do realize that the final decision about whether or not you marry him will be made by your father and your uncle Roland.”

      “Well, of course. But they will take my opinion on the matter into consideration because they love me. I am valuable in their eyes.”

      “I hope you realize just how fortunate you are to have people who watch over you like you do.”

      “There is no doubt in my mind.” Madelina sighed. “Now I will go and lace myself into my velvet dress and practice cooling winds.” She hurried from the room, glad no one was watching her. She needed to learn to act a bit more ladylike eventually, but that day was not going to be the one where she accomplished it.

      An hour later, she descended the stairs in her velvet gown, which weighed heavily on her. She was too hot, and she felt stifled in the thing, but her mother was right. It showed off all her assets beautifully.

      When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she found Alexander waiting for her. He offered her his arm, and they walked to the table together. Her aunt had them sit beside one another, sharing a trencher. It was obvious she was in favor of a union between them, and from the look on her uncle Roland’s face, he believed they were a good match as well.

      Through the very long meal, her uncle questioned him about his family. “How much land did your father receive from King William for his service?”

      Alex answered everything to her uncle’s satisfaction, and her father just seemed to watch Alex, as if he was trying to take his measure.

      Madelina understood it was her duty to sit quietly and let her elders question him, but it was very hard for her not to speak her mind. Finally, she questioned her aunt in her mind. “What do you think of him, Aunt Christiana? Does Uncle Roland like him?”

      Her aunt’s lips quivered with amusement at the question. “I think he is going to make you a good mate, Madelina. Your uncle is very impressed with him, and he was fond of his father when they fought together. I believe the only things that could halt a marriage at this point would be if the two of you realized you did not get along well.”

      “I do not think that is going to happen.”

      Christiana gave a slight nod to her head. “I do not think so either. I hope he makes you as happy as you think he will.”

      Alex continued answering questions, unaware that there was a mental conversation concerning him occurring right there in front of him.

      Madelina sat quietly, but she could not handle the heat for another moment. She closed her eyes and caused a cool breeze to blow through the great hall, smiling sweetly when her mother looked at her suspiciously.

      Uncle Roland turned to her. “If you could make the breeze just a bit stronger and cooler, I would appreciate it.”

      Madelina bit her lip as she complied. “Is that better, Uncle?”

      “Much.”

      Alex turned to her with a smile. “I wondered if that was you causing the breeze. It was wonderful.”

      “I am always happy to oblige.” She took a bite of the meat from their shared trencher, a bit embarrassed, but very happy that he did not think something was wrong with her use of her powers.

      After the meal, Alex asked her father formally, “May I take Madelina for a walk around the grounds, Sir Charles?”

      Her father looked back and forth between the two of them, finally nodding. “Yes, but not too long.”

      As they stepped outside, Alex looked at her. “Your father does not trust me.”

      Madelina shrugged. “He does not distrust you. He just does not know you, and you are wanting to be alone with his youngest daughter. I have been coddled by sisters and brothers and cousins and aunts and uncles my entire life. It is part of being the youngest in such a large family.”

      “Your uncle Hugh . . . is he a Norman?” Alex asked.

      Madelina was unsurprised by the question. Her uncle had neither the height nor the fair looks of a Norman. “No, he is not. He was born a peasant, but he saved Uncle Roland’s life when he was but a boy and Uncle Roland could barely walk. After that he was raised with Roland as a member of his family, more to protect Roland than anything else. He married my aunt Eva, and the two of them have been very happy.”

      “Does it bother you that he was a peasant at birth?”

      She shook her head. “Why would it? He is my uncle, and he loves me. Does it bother you?”

      “Not at all. I believe that all men are equal but that some of us were privileged to be born into wealthy families. I know it is not the way most believe, but I do not really care if my opinions are popular.”

      She smiled at that. “My family feels the same. Uncle Hugh did not feel as if he was good enough to marry Aunt Eva from what I understand. She changed his mind, though.”

      Alex grinned. “I am glad to hear it. No one should be married to someone who thinks less of them.” They had circled the castle twice, but he had not dared to go on the other side of the moat, where her family may not want her to be. He stopped under one of the windows, where they could not be seen, and took her hands in his. “I believe it was my luck coming into play when I was sent here to meet you, Lina.”

      She smiled. “I like that thought. I am glad you are here.”

      “Would you mind . . . that is . . . may I kiss you? I want to see if it would be as wonderful as I imagine it would.”

      Madelina stared up at him by the light of the moon. “I wonder the same things.”

      “So, may I?”

      “Yes.” She raised her lips for his kiss, having seen many kisses in her life. Her family was demonstrative with their feelings.

      Alex took a step closer to her, his hands going to her tiny waist. “This dress must be very hot.”

      “Yes, but my mother said I needed to wear it, since it is my best.” She shrugged. “The breeze in the great hall was the only thing that kept me going this evening.”

      He laughed. “I like that you were obedient to your mother, yet you still made certain you were as comfortable as you needed to be. You are a beautiful woman, Lina.” Slowly, he lowered his lips to hers, finding hers pursed tightly together. His tongue stroked along her lips, and she opened her mouth a bit, enjoying the taste of him.

      After a moment, he lifted his lips from hers, his forehead leaning against her own. “I want to marry you, Lina.”

      She smiled at that. “Give my father a few days to get used to the idea of losing me, and then ask for my hand.”

      “You will not refuse me?”

      She shook her head, feeling the snow fall around them. “I will not refuse you.” Her heart felt like it had just taken flight! Of course, she would not refuse him.

      “Why does that embarrass you?” he asked, confused.

      “Because marrying a man includes certain intimacies, and they came into my mind, and it embarrassed me, and then the snow started to fall . . .” She sighed. She really had no idea what the intimacies were, but she knew they had made her sisters blush. So, she was embarrassed. “It is not easy to spend your entire life with your emotions transparent to those around you.”

      “It will certainly shock my father when I bring you home and there are snowstorms in the castle. We will see how quickly he adapts to having you for a daughter.”

      “Do you have any sisters?” she asked.

      He pulled her hand through his arm, and they resumed their walk around the castle. “No, I do not. The seventh son in my family never has daughters. Only seven sons. If you marry me, you will have granddaughters, but no daughters. Will that bother you?”

      Madelina frowned until she remembered the peasant girl, sleeping on a pallet in her room. “It would, but I have a feeling the little girl you helped save today will have no family. I have already told my mother I plan to raise her as my own.”

      “What if I do not want her?” He did, but he wanted to know how she felt about the matter. And she needed to remember that if they were marrying, she would be making decisions for two, not one.

      “I would be very disappointed in you, and I would think that perhaps I did not know you as I thought I did.” Surely, he could see that they were the right choice for the child.

      He smiled. “I do want her. I love the idea of her being a part of our family. I wonder how she will do with seven younger brothers.”

      “I have no idea, but I have a feeling we will find out. Unless Father finds out something terrible about you, of course.” She said it that way to see if he would tell her something terrible about him. If there was something that her father would object to, surely, he would tell her now.

      “Am I being investigated?”

      “Well, of course you are. My uncle sent out a messenger as soon as he told me to show you to your room. Do you really think he would not be careful about the man he allowed me to marry?”

      Alexander smiled. “It seems like you are already used to being treated as a precious gem. I am glad because there will be no adjustment for you then.”

      She smiled at him. “Are you saying you will treat me as a delicate flower?”

      He laughed. “I have this feeling you do not want to be treated like a delicate flower. Your hands are callused.”

      She shrugged. “I help Mother with a healing garden on the roof of the castle. We grow herbs for healing. If my mother gives people herbs and then boosts their healing a little bit when they come to see her, it keeps her secret intact. The peasants close to the castle know, of course, but most do not. That is how we like it.”

      “Do you enjoy helping her with the herbs and healing?”

      “So much I could never express it. I feel like healing is a gift that should be passed down through the generations. If we are allowed to keep the peasant girl upstairs, she will be trained in healing, just as I was.”

      “Did your sisters train in healing as well?”

      She shook her head. “No, they all just enjoyed their own powers. None of them were fascinated by the healing arts as I was. If only I could mix in a bit of my mother’s magic and take it with us.”

      “Is your mother a witch?” he asked. He knew many would consider the question rude, but he hoped she understood that he meant it with an open heart. Being able to classify their powers would help him make decisions as they needed to be made.

      “I would have to say no to that. We do not know where our powers come from, but we have to assume they came from God.” She kicked up the wind a bit. The night was too balmy for her to be wearing such a heavy dress. It was July, and she was not a fan of being hot. “We all wear crosses, which we would not be able to do if our powers came from the evil one.”

      He nodded, thinking about her words. “Many have questioned the power that runs through my family as well. It is nothing like yours, but the luck that the seventh son receives is really quite remarkable at times.”

      “Give me an example.”

      “Well, I was in a burning house once, and I was trying to get some small children out. If I had stepped in one direction, I would have fallen through the floor to the cellar and my death. Instead I went the other way, and I was fine. I almost went the wrong way, but something inside me told me it was wrong.”

      “I see.”

      “And there was a business proposition made to me. A man was certain he was going to be able to earn a great deal of money off of a shipment coming into London. He wanted me to invest everything I had in this ship. A little voice in my head told me not to. I was sure it was a bad idea, and I tried to talk him out of it. The ship went down in the English Channel. He lost everything.”

      “So, if I marry you, I will never be a pauper. This is good to know.” She smiled at him cheekily, knowing he would understand that she was joking. Somehow, she had found in him a man who understood her and whom she understood. She had great feelings for him already. How had this happened?

      “No, you should never be a pauper. I have never thought a great deal about my lucky ways, because they have always been a part of my life, but at this moment, I want to get down on my knees and kiss the ground, thanking God for the luck he has given me.”

      “And why is that?” Madelina asked, stopping with him just before they reached the entrance to the castle.

      “Because it brought me to you, of course.”

      She laughed softly. “Why would you say that? What lucky thing brought you here? Was it not your father’s message that brought you here?”

      “Well, aye, but he could have sent any of my brothers over the years, and instead he chose me to come to your uncle.” And looking upon her face, he knew he was the luckiest man in the world.

      “There is that, I suppose.”

      He grasped her shoulders and pulled her to him, kissing her again, this time more passionately than the first. “I want our wedding to be soon, Lina. I am not sure how long I can wait to make you my wife.”

      Lina smiled up at him, amazed that this wonderful man had come here and felt the same for her as she felt for him. She said a silent prayer that her uncle’s man moved quickly and did not run into any trouble. Even three days seemed too long to wait.

      Late that night as she laid in bed, she thought of him and the way his lips had felt against her own. He was a good man. She could sense it, though it was not her power. Her aunt Christiana could usually sense evil intentions in a man, and she had felt nothing from him. No, she was sure they would be married quickly, and she would get to live happily ever after.

      She heard a sound, and the little girl climbed into bed with her. “Mama?”

      Madelina frowned. “Your mama is not here.”

      “She was sick.”

      “I know she was, but you were brought here to me so I could help you feel better.”

      “Mama died.”

      “Aye, I think she did. Do you have a grandmother? Aunts or uncles?”

      “Papa died.” The little girl was crying, and Madelina stroked her back, trying to soothe her.

      “What is your name?”

      “Letice. Mama calls me Lettie.”

      “Then I will call you Lettie. If no one comes here looking for you, then I will be your new mama, all right?” Madelina held the little girl, knowing that she was young enough that it would not be a terrible transition for her.

      “Aye.” With that one word and knowing she had be cared for, Letice closed her eyes and fell back to sleep. Madelina watched her sleep, wondering if she had just made a mistake. Alex had agreed to raising her if no one came for her, and she really hoped he had not just said it to appease her. She was keeping this girl. She loved her already.
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      Alexander lay in his bed across the castle from her, his hands folded behind his head. His incredible luck was really with him now. Madelina was the kind of gentlewoman he had spent his entire life dreaming he would find and marry. She was kind, considerate, and forward-thinking. And she could keep him cool during a heatwave.

      He smiled as he thought of her powers. Most people would have scoffed, but he had seen them with his own eyes, and he was used to the idea of some families having a little something extra.

      He prayed that her father would allow her to be his wife. Nothing else seemed to matter to him at that moment.
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      Madelina carried her new charge down the stairs to break the fast the following morning. She found her family all there already along with Alexander, who watched her with the child.

      When she got to the table, she said, “This is Letice. She knows her mother and father died, and she is going to stay with us if no one comes for her.”

      Marina got up and took the child from her daughter. “How are you feeling this morning, Letice?”

      “I am all better. I was sick, like my mama, but now I am not.” Her blue eyes studied Marina intently. “You made me not sick anymore.”

      “I healed you, aye. I am so happy you are feeling better.” Marina handed the girl back to her daughter, and Madelina set her on the bench between her and Alex. Marina then looked at her sisters. “I think we are going to be sewing for a few days, sisters. We need to make sure my new granddaughter has clothing.”

      They had burned the girl’s clothes shortly after healing her and borrowed a nightgown from one of the servant’s children. “I will help with that, Mother,” Madelina agreed readily. She was not about to leave the work to the other ladies.

      “You will not. Your job at the moment is to get to know the young man sitting beside you,” Roland said firmly.

      Madelina was more embarrassed than ever when a gentle snowfall started in the hall. “Aye, Uncle.”

      Alexander laughed softly. “I like this way you show me your emotions.”

      “I do not.” Madelina shook her head. “No one else has to deal with storms inside when they get embarrassed or sad.”

      “Will it rain inside?”

      “It can. Of course, if there is a fire, I can put it out!” Madelina had listened to him the previous day, thinking about ways that her powers could actually help people and not just embarrass her.

      “And there will never be a drought as long as you are around.” Alex grinned at her, wishing he could kiss her good morning, but not with her entire family watching. “Would you care to walk with me after we finish our meal?”

      She nodded. “Mayhap I can get my bow and arrows, and we can hunt!” She had learned to hunt from her mother and her aunts when she was young. Her father and uncles had never thought much of women hunting, but they had all approved of the idea of their daughters being able to defend themselves, so they had allowed the training.

      “You can shoot a bow and arrow?” he asked, surprised. It was not something most ladies were capable of.

      “Of course, I can.” Madelina loved the look of astonishment on his face. She thought to her aunt Christiana, “Thank you for teaching me. It made this moment so special.”

      Christiana grinned. “Eva and your mother agree with me when I say, ‘We are very proud of all of your skills. Not just the ladylike ones.’ We are not about to send our daughters out without skills to live in a man’s world.”

      “Tell them thank you as well!” Madelina looked down at Letice. “I am going to go for a hunt this morning. Will you be happy with my mother and her sisters?”

      Letice nodded. “Aye.”

      Charles frowned at Alexander. “I will allow you to take her hunting, but you must take four of our men with you. I keep my daughter safe.”

      Alexander nodded. “I expected nothing less, milord.”

      After their meal, Madelina hurried up the stairs to fetch her bow and arrows. When she returned with them slung over her shoulder, Alex could not help but smile. She was not the lady he had expected that he would someday marry—she was so much more.

      They went to the stable with four of her father’s men trailing behind them. Madelina turned to the men. “Keep us within sight but stay far enough back that our conversation is not overheard.” She hated that they had to have someone following them about, but they would do it on her terms because that was how she did things.

      He was surprised to see that she did not saddle her horse, but instead, she mounted it bareback. “Are you not forgetting something?” he asked, indicating the back of the mare.

      She laughed. “I do not like saddles, and neither does my lady. We ride together much more happily without that burden. Follow me. I will show you the best hunting ground in the area!”

      She led him over the lowered bridge and across a field. Watching her ride was a thing of beauty. She seemed to be one with her mare. He had never seen a lady ride with such pure delight on her face, and he knew it was her training. Her mother and aunts had obviously had more of a free reign with the girls in their household than most did.

      He caught up, riding beside her. When she stopped her horse and dismounted, she laughed happily. “No one is ever willing to ride with me. I am not allowed to go out with just the knights, so I am often cooped up at home. I am glad you are here.”

      He caught her hand, and they went into the forest there. She squatted down, her arrow notched and ready. He frowned but stood silently, watching her. It did not take long before a rabbit hopped along, and she shot it with one arrow straight through the heart.

      One after another, she shot eight rabbits, and strung them all together while he stood watching. “I know what we are having for supper this evening,” she said, grinning at him. Her father’s men had stayed just close enough to see them as she had instructed. “I wish I could kiss you this morning, but Father’s men are not giving us a moment’s peace.”

      “Later,” he promised her, his eyes gleaming. “I look forward to the man your uncle sent coming back with word that I am safe.”

      “I am a little sad that I will have no daughters to pass my powers on to,” she said softly.

      “Mayhap my family’s luck will mix with your family’s powers, and something wonderful will happen.” He did not really believe such a thing could happen, but who would have believed in a family of lucky men and a family of powerful women to begin with. God was capable of anything He chose to do.

      “And mayhap we are being silly hoping for such a thing,” she responded. “We should get these rabbits to Cook. She makes a rabbit stew that will make you cry with pleasure.”

      “I can think of a few other things that will make me cry with pleasure as well,” he said with a wink. He was not even surprised when the snow started falling under the July sun. “Come, let us go back to the castle. Mayhap we can find a quiet room for a while.”

      She knew he was thinking of kissing her again, and she was thinking of letting him. Despite her embarrassment, she loved his touch. She loved his words. She knew that it would not be long before she would love this man, who would hopefully be her husband.

      When they arrived back at the castle, they took their mounts to the stable and left them with Gerald. “Thank you,” she said to the young man.

      He inclined his head with a grin. “Did ya surprise him with yer skills?”

      “Of course, I did. No one thinks a lady can ride until they see it for themselves.”

      Gerald laughed softly, taking both the horses. He had worked for the family for a while, and he was always proud of the ladies’ skills with the horses.

      She had the rabbits strung together and thrown over her shoulder as they walked into the castle. Roland looked up and smiled. “Cook will make a wonderful stew with those. Take them straight to the kitchen. I am hungry already.”

      Alexander followed her into the kitchen, watching the way she interacted with the servants. “Cook! I brought you something!”

      Cook, an older woman with no teeth left in her head, turned and smiled. “Wanting some of my rabbit stew, are ya?”

      Madelina passed off the rabbits and leaned down to kiss the cook’s cheek. “I always want some of your rabbit stew. You are a sorceress in the kitchen.”

      “And you are a sorceress out of the kitchen!” Cook said with a laugh.

      “It is my lot in life,” Madelina said as she headed for the door.

      Alexander smiled at her. “Does everyone here in the castle know about your powers?”

      She nodded. “Many of the servants were here when my father and uncles came to claim the manor my mother and her sisters were protecting.”

      “And they were able to defeat them?” he asked with surprise.

      “Come, and I will take you to a sitting room and tell you the whole story.” She had heard many times the story of the Battle of Hastings and the battle that had followed it when her uncle Roland came to claim the home, land, and bride he had been given.

      As they passed through the great hall, her father called out to her, “It will be time to eat in less than an hour. Be sure your mother can find you!”

      “If Mother cannot, Aunt Christiana always can!” she retorted. She had not been taught to be afraid of men. Instead she had been taught from her cradle that men and women were each powerful in their own ways. Her father had not especially liked that she had been taught that way, but as he had been off seeing to the defense of their new home, her mother and her aunts had gotten their way.

      Alexander waited until they were in the sitting room before he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. “I have been waiting to do that all morning.”

      She smiled, her green eyes shining. “I happen to like it when you kiss me that way.”

      “Good, because I like it a lot, too.” Alex led her over to the window seat, and this time they sat there together. She once again curled her legs underneath her, and she rested her head on his shoulder as she told the story of how the army had come and fought her mother, her two aunts, and some servants.

      “So, they were actually able to turn the men back with the vision of an army?”

      “Aye, but only for a short while. They came back all too soon, well before Aunt Eva was ready to cast the image of an even larger army. Uncle Roland says that when he saw the women on the parapet with their bows and arrows, he knew the army could not be real. No one with an army that size would allow their women to help in the fight. So, he aimed for Aunt Eva, and the army disappeared. Not before Aunt Christiana shot him, though!”

      “Your aunt shot the man who had come to marry her?” Alex could not help his laughter. It came booming out, filling the room with his joy. “And he still married her?”

      “The very next day. Mother healed him at Aunt Christiana’s insistence, though. Mother wanted to leave him in pain. She is almost never in favor of not healing someone, but she had no desire to be a captive of the Norman army.”

      “It seems odd that your mother and aunts were Saxons, and I do not even know why. My mother was a Norman, and I was born after we came here to England.”

      “Where do you live?” she asked. “You are not in London, are you?” She hated the idea of anything to do with court. She was a country girl, and she would prefer to stay that way.

      “No, we are up in the north. Just past York to be exact.”

      “But you do not live in the city? I could not imagine having to go to court. If I wore my velvet dress and I got too hot, I am not sure how all the lords and ladies there would feel about snow falling in the middle of the palace.” Madelina knew she would not fit in with proper ladies.

      “We are much more casual in the north. The biggest city we visit tends to be York and not often.” He smiled at her. “We are far enough south that the Scots are not constantly raiding us, but we are far enough north that we are not expected at court on a regular basis.”

      “Oh, good. Sounds like the perfect place to be.”

      “I certainly think so.” He eyed her skeptically. “How will you feel about leaving your family?”

      “Aunt Christiana is able to keep tabs on family with her power. As long as I communicate with her often, and with my mother through her, I do not think there will be a problem. You will not mind if Mother and I write letters back and forth, will you?”

      He should not have been surprised that she could read and write, and yet he was. It was not a skill most ladies had. “You read and write?”

      She shrugged. “Mother taught us when we were young. She has had me write down recipe after recipe for medicines. That way when I am on my own, I will still be able to do the healing work that I am so fond of.”

      “You astonish me more and more by the minute, Lina. You are truly a special young lady.”

      The snow fell once again. “I am no different than the other ladies who were raised under this roof. It was the influence of my mother and aunts that made us all extraordinary.” She looked down at her hands for a moment. “You are not intimidated by my strangeness?”

      “Intimidated?” He shook his head. “Never. In awe? Aye. I admire you a great deal, Lina, and I am very excited to start our lives together.”

      “What if my father will not agree to our marriage?” She knew there was little likelihood of that, but she wanted to be prepared for the worst.

      “I will sneak you away and marry you anyway,” he said with a grin. “I do not think there will be a problem, though. My father was friends with your father at one time, remember. I believe It is just a matter of waiting for the man your uncle sent to come back, and we will be wed.”

      “I should start work on a wedding gown. Do you have a favorite color?”

      “Green,” he said, looking into her eyes. “I want to match your eyes. I cannot wait until we have children with eyes that are green.”

      “Do you think we will?” She looked at his eyes. “Your eyes are more of a grayish blue. Do you not think that the boys will have your eye color?”

      He sighed. “You found me out. Every boy in my family for generations has had the gray-blue eyes. I was just dreaming of green eyes. Just for a moment.”

      “I happen to love the color of your eyes, so I do not think that is a bad thing.”

      He leaned down and kissed her once more, softly and tenderly.

      A knock on the door had them jumping apart. They had left it partly open because she knew her family would accept nothing less. She turned to see her father standing at the door. “Madelina? I do not believe you were taught to behave that way.”

      She lowered her head, ashamed. Hail began to fall from the ceiling. Her father covered his head with his arms. “Make it stop!”

      Madelina concentrated and made the hail stop falling, but she could see her father had a knot on his temple. “I am so sorry, Father!”

      Charles sighed. “Go get your mother to heal it. I want to talk with your young man anyway.”

      Her eyes were wide as she looked from one man to the other. The two men she loved most in the world, and neither looked as if he was willing to give so much as an inch. “Aye, Father.”

      She stood up and hurried from the room, all but running to the great hall, where she knew she would find her mother. “I made it hail, and Father has a lump on his forehead. Come quickly!”

      “A lump on his forehead? He will not even let me heal something so paltry.”

      “He said to bring you!” Madelina grabbed her mother’s hand, tugging her behind her.

      When they reached the room where Madelina and Alex had been kissing, she saw her father and Alex standing toe to toe. “Do something, Mother!”

      “What were you doing that you were ashamed enough it hailed, Madelina?”

      “Father caught us kissing.”

      Marina wiped the smirk off her face. She could not count the number of times she and Charles had hidden to kiss before they married. Of course, her daughter would be just like her. “Let me see to your lump, husband.”

      Charles glared at her. “I need to finish my discussion with Alexander.”

      “No, I do not believe you do. I will heal you, and you can talk to him after the noon meal when your temper has healed.”

      “I said you will wait, wife!”

      “And I refuse to wait. You sent our daughter to get me, so you must be in great pain.” Marina stepped between the two angry men and raised her hands to heal her husband.

      Madelina nodded to Alexander, and the two of them hurried off to the great hall. “What did Father say to you?”

      “That I cannot dishonor you with such behavior. That I am not worthy of marriage to you.” He shook his head. “You would think he had found us unclothed!”

      “Alex!” she said, a bit shocked. “I am sorry he behaved that way, but I assure you, I have never behaved the way I have since you have arrived. He is not used to this sort of thing from me.”

      “That pleases me.” He ran his hand through his thick red hair. “If I can convince your father of the need, would you marry me this day?”

      She nodded, tears springing to her eyes. She knew they had been talking as if them marrying was a foregone conclusion, but to have him ask filled her with gladness. “Aye, I would.”

      “Then I will speak with him and your uncles over the noon meal. Surely your uncles will be able to talk some sense into your father. He knows that I have feelings for you, and delaying our wedding just makes things more difficult for both of us.”

      “I have not made a special gown for our nuptials, though.”

      “You do not need anything new. Wear the green velvet you wore last night. Wear what you have on!”

      She looked down at herself and laughed. “I cannot marry in my hunting clothes!” She wore an old brown dress that had been mended many times over the years. She was certain it had belonged to at least two of her sisters before her and possibly a cousin as well.

      “I do not know why not. You look beautiful in anything.”

      “I want to kiss you for saying something so sweet to me, but I am afraid my father would not be pleased.” She smiled at him.

      “Let us go to the great hall and explain our problem to your uncles before your father arrives. Mayhap they will join our side.”

      When they arrived in the great hall, Alexander went to her uncle Roland immediately. “I would like to marry your niece. I feel as if we have gotten to know one another well, and we should marry now.”

      “Gotten to know each other well in less than a full day?” Roland asked, raising an eyebrow. “What say you, Madelina?”

      “I want to marry him. Father just caught us kissing in the sitting room, and he is out of his mind with anger. Please help us convince him to let us marry.” She knew avoiding the true issues would only make things harder. No, she needed her uncle to know the full story before he made his opinions known.

      Roland looked between the two of them, frowning. “I suppose it is for the best.” He shook his head. “My man is not back with his report on you yet, but I have made some local inquiries. Your reputation is impeccable.”

      Christiana smiled. “Your mother and aunt Eva and I spent all day yesterday sewing. There is a new blue velvet dress ready for your wedding.”

      Madelina flew into her aunt’s arms, hugging her tightly. “Thank you!” She turned and hugged Eva as well. “I have the best aunts in all of England!”

      Eva laughed softly. “That you do. Now all we have to do is convince your father.”

      Madelina sighed. “It does not sound like an insurmountable task until you say it that way.” She worried her father would never let her marry Alex now that he had seen them kissing.

      Hugh reached out and grasped her hand. “You will marry this man. He makes you happy.”

      Her uncle was a man of few words and had been for as long as she had known him. He was completely devoted to her uncle Roland and to his wife, Eva. “Aye, I will, Uncle Hugh.” She squeezed his hand and smiled at him.

      Her parents joined them in the great hall just minutes later. “You will stay away from my daughter!” Charles yelled at Alexander.

      Roland shook his head at his brother. “No. It is time for a wedding. You know it as well as I do. They care for each other, and that is why they kissed. It is not an ugly thing.”

      Charles sat down heavily. “Are all of you against me on this?” he asked, looking around the table.

      Marina answered him. “I am never against you, but this time I am very much for our daughter.”

      He sighed. “Well, if you disagree with me, then I know I am beaten.” Looking at Madelina, he shrugged. “I guess you are marrying him.” He did not look happy at the prospect. Resigned was a better description.

      “Today?” she asked softly. It was what they both wanted, and she knew he was the only one who could possibly object.

      Charles looked at his brother and their friend. Both of them nodded at him. “Today.” He rubbed his hands over his face. “I am not ready for my last baby girl to marry.”

      Marina leaned into her husband. “You do not have a choice.”

      “I guess not.” Charles sighed heavily. “We should discuss her dowry.”

      Alex shrugged. “I am not concerned with a dowry.”

      “I am!” Madelina insisted. “I will not come to you a pauper when my father set a dowry aside for me at my birth.”

      “We will talk about it after the meal,” her father said, still seeming annoyed with the entire situation. “When will you marry?”

      “Just before supper,” Madelina said. “I want to marry in the courtyard while the sun is setting.”

      “You are going to be hot in the blue velvet dress we made you,” her mother warned her.

      “I will make a breeze. It amuses everyone anyway. Or mayhap I will make it snow . . .”

      “You will not get us all wet at your wedding, Madelina!” her aunt Eva insisted.

      “Aye, Aunt Eva. Since the sun is setting later, would you provide the visual I need?”

      “What are you going to do without our powers to call on constantly?” Eva asked with a smile.

      “I do not know. Hopefully I will not make it rain inside for missing all of you.” Madelina smiled. “We will be living in his family’s castle just north of York.”

      Marina bit her lip. “That is so far. We may never see each other again.”

      “I will write to you at least once every fortnight, and I will send you messages through Aunt Christiana.”

      Christiana frowned. “I am not sure I will be able to communicate from that far away, but I will do my best.”

      “I know you can do it, Auntie. Because you will have someone listening hard for any message you want to send.”

      Madelina looked over at Alex with a smile. They would be married before nightfall. She was actually going to marry him.
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      Madelina was separated from Alexander for the rest of the day. She was bathed by her mother and her aunts, who talked to her of what would happen on her wedding night. The snow splashed into her bathwater.

      “Do all three of you need to be here to discuss this with me?” she asked.

      Marina grinned. “Of course, we do. We are triplets after all.”

      Madelina sighed. “I am going to miss all of you. I have not talked to Alex yet, but I am hoping I can talk him into staying for at least another day or two. I need time to say goodbye.”

      “You cannot force him to stay. It is his right to take you to his home. He will want to show you off to his parents and brothers.” Marina washed her daughter’s back for her. “I take it I will have seven grandsons from you.”

      Madelina nodded. “If what Alex tells me is true, and I have no reason to doubt him. At least I will have little Letice, too. I will be able to teach her the healing arts like you taught me.”

      “We will have to get your medicine jars ready,” Marina said. “We are going to need at least a night, probably two, to get you completely ready to go. I want to have a few more clothes made for you as well.”

      “I am not sure how he will take to the idea of staying several more days, Mother.”

      Christiana shrugged. “We will get everything ready as quickly as we can. We made a couple of dresses for Letice this morning while you hunted and kissed.”

      “I am not ashamed of kissing him now that it led to my wedding coming earlier than it would have. I am ready to be his bride.”

      “You met him yesterday,” Aunt Eva reminded her. “You do not know everything about him yet. Give him some time.”

      “Time for what?”

      The three older women exchanged a look. “Give him time to adjust to you and learn your ways. Most men do not allow women to act as the girls in our family always have.” Christiana frowned at her niece. “He is going to need time to learn our ways.”

      “You do not think he will try to change me, do you? Because he will not. He is told me he admires the way I do things.”

      “It is one thing to admire it in a girl as you get to know her and another to adjust to being married to that same headstrong woman. I fear we have spoiled you by making you feel like it is all right for you to ride bareback and hunt whenever you wish.”

      “You have not.” Madelina was certain. They were worrying for nothing. She was going to marry a man who understood her as she already was.

      After drying off, she put her shift on, and her mother brushed her hair dry. With as long as it was, the process took hours, and the women sat and told stories of their early marriages and the trouble they had gotten into with their husbands for their own headstrong ways.

      When her hair was dry, her aunt Eva put it into an intricate knot atop her head. She stood looking at the three of them, feeling as if she were someone else, just observing the whole thing. “Thank you for raising me the way you did. Thank you for making me strong.”

      The three older women walked to her, and the four hugged together. “I am very proud of you, Madelina. You not only learned to use your gift, you learned to heal as well. You will be helping many people,” her mother said softly.

      “And having babies,” Madelina said with a laugh. The idea of having seven sons was a little bit daunting.

      “You just let your aunt know when you are expecting, and I will be sure to be there for the births of those babies,” her mother told her. “Your father will love it if I have to go there to help with them, will not he?” She had already helped seven of her own grandchildren into the world. Seven more would make her happy and proud.

      Madelina laughed. “I hope someday he comes to realize what a wonderful man Alexander is.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt he will!”

      “I will check and see if they are ready for us,” Christiana said, closing her eyes. What she did needed no explanation because the others had seen it so many times. “Roland says they are waiting for us.”

      Madelina opened the door to see her father waiting for her. The three older women hurried down the stairs to wait in the great hall, while Charles offered his arm to his daughter. “Thank you, Papa.”

      Charles shook his head. “I still do not like him.”

      “You do not have to live with him.” Madelina smiled up at him, hoping he would see that she was right. She needed to be married to the man as much as her father needed to be married to her mother.

      “I hope he accepts you for the precious jewel you are.” They walked down the stairs arm-in-arm. When they got outside where Alexander stood with the priest, Charles leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Be happy, my daughter.”

      “I will, Papa!” She hugged him close before joining hands with Alexander.

      Twenty minutes later, they were declared husband and wife, and they kissed once more. Her father was not even allowed to complain this time, though afterward, she could see on his face, he wanted to.

      During the wedding feast, she sat nervously beside Alex. “May we stay here for a few days before we move on to our home?” she asked softly.

      Alex frowned. “Why?” Her father had so much hostility toward him, it would be difficult to stay.

      “My mother and I need to gather all the healing balms and potions we have made for me to use. She has knowledge of them, but she has taught me to use them. So, I will take them, and I can heal our people as they need it.”

      He sighed, nodding. “Aye, we can stay for two nights.”

      It would be barely enough time, but if they worked quickly, she and her mother and aunts could make it work. “Thank you.” She quickly sent a message to her aunt Christiana. “We are staying two nights. Please let mother know that we must work quickly to get all we need to do finished.”

      “I will.”

      A moment later, her mother nodded at her, letting her know she had gotten the message.

      Alex frowned at her. “Are you communicating with your aunt through thoughts?”

      “Aye, I wanted to let my mother know that we would stay another two nights. I told my aunt, so she could tell my mother. Is that a problem?”

      “It is just strange to be left out of conversations in such a way. Your family does not consider it rude to talk through thoughts so not everyone can hear?” He was not angry, but he was glad she would not always be able to do it. He was ready to get her away from the house where she had grown up so they could start their lives together.

      “I never really thought about it that way,” Madelina responded. “It has just always been the easiest way for us to pass a message along.”

      “I see.” He did, but then he did not. It was like keeping secrets and whispering to him, and both were quite rude in his opinion.

      “I am sorry,” she said softly. She was not sure that she would stop talking to her aunt the way she did because it was very efficient, but mayhap she would stop being quite so obvious about it. No reason to upset him.

      Her uncle Hugh got out his lute and played and sang for them. The songs he sang were always in the language of the French, but that did not bother any of them since they were all fluent in the language. His voice was smooth and melodic, and they all enjoyed his singing a great deal.

      Finally, Alexander got to his feet. “Thank you for the wedding feast. I think it is time my wife and I retire.”

      Her mother got to her feet. “I will prepare my daughter for bed.” She walked to Madelina and linked arms with her, going up the stairs. “We should have thought to have your clothes for the morrow in his room tonight. It would not do for you to wear the same clothes.”

      “I did not even think of it.”

      “Well, I know Alex is very ready for your wedding night. I hope you are as well, daughter.”

      “Are you worried that I am not?” Madelina asked, surprised. “I thought you and the aunts told me everything I needed to know.”

      “Aye, we did. I just hope you are ready for all the emotions that go with it. You will be tied to Alexander forever after tonight.”

      Twenty minutes later, Marina left her daughter in Alex’s bed, completely naked as was the custom. “Just do as he says and try to please him,” she said.

      Madelina lay in the bed, very embarrassed. Her entire family would know what they were doing, and they were doing it under her family’s roof. Certainly, this was not how marriages were meant to be. She should have told him she wanted to leave that very night, not stay another two nights. What had she been thinking?

      Alex came into the room a short while later, a candle in his hand to light his way. He set the candle onto a low table and quickly stripped out of his clothes, very anxious to get on with his wedding night.

      He slid into bed beside Madelina and pulled her to him. “I am not sure I can do this here,” she whispered.

      “What do you mean?” Alex was already frustrated by some of the events of the evening, especially the way her father acted as if he was attacking her. She could not be trying to refuse him a wedding night, could she?

      “I . . . it feels wrong to consummate our marriage under my father’s roof . . .”

      He groaned, rolling to his back. “Are you serious?”

      “I am sorry, Alex.”

      “Let us go outside then. We will go to the forest where we hunted today and make love there.”

      She shook her head. “It would not be safe.” Surely, he could wait a day or two.

      “Can I at least kiss you? Your father’s seen me kiss you twice, so they know we were doing that.”

      “Aye, of course.” She rolled onto her side, facing him. “I am not trying to upset you, Alex. It just feels wrong.”

      “I know. I understand.” He did not, but what else should he say? She was his new wife, and he had no desire to upset her either.

      He cupped her face in his hands, lowering his head to kiss her softly, slowly deepening the kiss. His hand moved under the sheet to stroke her breast, just the side of it with his knuckles. “You are so soft, Lina.”

      She wrapped her arms around him, holding him closer, one of her legs resting atop his. “I like how it feels when you touch me.”

      “I want to make love to you,” he said softly, his hands cupping her breasts fully, stroking her soft skin.

      “I want you, too. I do not want to wait.”

      “Then we should not. Your family will think we made love whether or not we do. Why not just make it true?”

      His reasoning made sense to her. Finally, she whispered, “All right.”

      As soon as he had her permission, he rolled her to her back, his hand going between her thighs and stroking her there. “I do not want to hurt you.”

      She did not want to be hurt either. Her arms wrapped around him. “What should I do?”

      “I have no idea,” he said with a laugh. “I have never done this before either.”

      “You have not?”

      “No. My father always said that part of me should be saved for the woman who would have my sons. So, I waited.” He kissed her again, this time his tongue strongly invaded her mouth as his body wanted to invade hers. He moved over her, his body completely covering hers.

      Always sensitive to heat, she made it snow there in the room, so they would not get too hot. He shivered. “Stop it! Why are you making it snow?” Was she trying to make him stop with the cold?

      “I am sorry. I was hot. I did not think you would mind.”

      “Mayhap a gentle cooling wind, but we do not need snow.” He grinned down at his wife. Who else would make it snow on her wedding night?

      He kissed her again, holding her face in his hands as he entered her in one quick stroke. As soon as he was buried deep within her, he raised his head, needing to know she was all right. “Lina?”

      Her eyes were wide as she looked up at him, the only light in the room the small candle on the table. “Aye?”

      “Am I hurting you?”

      “Just a little. Mama said the pain would stop quickly.” She stayed perfectly still, hoping it would stop soon. It felt like it had lasted forever already. “Are we finished?”

      Apparently, her mother had not explained what would happen in great detail. “We have barely started, love.”

      “Oh.” She could not imagine what else he could possibly do that he had not already done, and then he pulled out and moved back inside her. “Oh! That felt good.”

      “I am so glad!” He started moving more quickly, finding his pleasure within her and resting his head on her shoulder. “I am sorry,” he said a long while later when his breathing had returned to normal.

      “Why are you sorry?” she asked. “That was nice.”

      “I am sorry because you did not feel the same pleasure I did.”

      “I do not think a woman is supposed to feel that kind of pleasure.” She turned to her side snuggling close to him. She was just relieved she had fulfilled her duty with him.

      “You are, and you will,” he promised. Not that she heard him because she was already asleep. He knew, though. He would make certain that the next time, she enjoyed it as much as he did.
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      When she woke the following morning, Alexander was already gone from their room. She sat up in bed looking around for him, but he was not there. She pulled her clothes on, feeling tender between her thighs. She thought about asking her mother to heal her, but she knew she would be too embarrassed to explain why. Not that her mother would not understand.

      When she got downstairs, everyone was eating, and little Letice looked sad. “Why are not you happy?” she asked, kissing the girl’s cheek.

      “I slept alone.” Letice frowned at her.

      “Oh, I see. Well, I am married now, so I cannot sleep with you every night.” She did her best not to blush as she looked at Alex, but there were snowflakes drifting through the great hall.

      Charles shook his head at her. “I love you, Madelina, but it will be nice not to have to deal with weather inside the castle constantly.”

      Madelina wrinkled her nose at him. “You love me for the weather in the hall.”

      “I am not sure that is the reason I love you!” He grinned at her, though, and she knew all was well.

      “We are leaving in the morning,” Alex announced. “Can everything be ready by then?”

      Madelina looked at her mother, who nodded. “I was up most of the night, gathering the herbs and putting them into pouches. I have written out instructions on many of them. You will be ready.”

      Christiana smiled at Madelina. “And Eva and I spent the night making new clothes for you and Letice. You will both be ready.”

      Letice looked at Madelina. “We leave?”

      “Aye, we are going to go live with Alexander. His family lives three days from here.”

      Letice seemed confused. “You will not leave me?”

      “No. I will not leave you. You will be with me for a very long time.” Madelina hated that she was being taken from her new home so quickly, but it was necessary. Her mother did not need to raise another child, and it was her only chance for a daughter.

      “You will not die?” Letice asked softly.

      “No, I will not die. I am going to stay with you.” Madelina felt tears drift down her cheeks, fighting against the rain she knew would come if she was not careful. She hated that her powers were activated by her emotions. She loved when she could decide what should happen, but when they happened automatically, they became a problem.

      Throughout the day, she worked with her mother, getting the herbs put in pouches and seeds for her to grow more herbs in other pouches. They took a break for the mid-day meal and then got back to work. Many of the servants were working with her aunts to get dresses finished for both her and Letice. They were representing her family as they moved, and they would not look like paupers.

      She had no idea where Alex was all day, but by his angry look at supper-time, she had a good idea he had spent the day with her father. She leaned close to him to whisper, “Is all well?”

      He nodded. “Your father does not like me.”

      “He does not like that I married you. I think he likes you just fine.”

      “The results are the same.” Alex sat down beside her, Letice on the other side of her. It still seemed strange to him that he had married her just the day before, and already they had a child. One part of him wanted the time alone, and he wanted to ask her to leave the child, but the other part of him realized that Madelina had a need to bring the girl with them. Whatever the reason for that need, he would not take Letice from her.

      After supper, Madelina took Letice upstairs to put her to bed, and Alex went with her. The three of them sat in Madelina’s childhood room and tried to explain what was happening to the child. “Because I married Alex, we are all going to travel together to the house where he grew up and that is where we are going to live.”

      “Alex is my new papa?”

      “Aye, he is your new papa, and I am your new mama. Soon you will have lots of brothers, and we will all be a happy family.” Madelina tucked the little girl under the covers and smoothed her hair away from her face. “Does that sound nice?”

      Letice nodded. “I want to have family.”

      “You do have a family. I promise. You are mine now.” Madelina leaned down and kissed the girl’s cheek. “I will see you in the morning, and we will leave then.

      Letice closed her eyes, her lashes long against her cheeks. Alex and Madelina stayed there for another minute while they waited to see if she was going to ask anything else, but when she did not, they tiptoed from the room.

      When they had closed the door, Madelina looked at Alexander. “I want her to be happy.”

      “It will not take long for her to forget she ever had another family,” he said softly. “She is very young.”

      “But we cannot let her forget,” Madelina said. “I wish we knew what to tell her about her parents.”

      “Why do not you want her to forget?” Alex asked, confused.

      “Because I want her to know that we chose to keep her with us. She was not a child of birth, but she is a child of our hearts.” Madelina was not sure if she was explaining it well, but Alex seemed to understand.

      “Whatever you wish where she is concerned,” he said softly.

      As they made their way down the stairs from the east wing and up them into the west wing, she yawned. “I had no idea how much work went into preparing to move. Mother and I worked all day on just the herbs and the seeds to grow more herbs. I hope there is a good place for my herb garden at your home.” She was getting more and more excited about starting her life with him.

      “I believe there is. Mother has a small garden each year, but it is usually flowers, not herbs.”

      “Will she mind if I plant herbs in it? I do not want to upset her.”

      He frowned at her. “My parents will move into the dower house after we get home. They will not live with us. She will have a flower garden there.”

      “Why not? It is their home!” She hated the idea of ousting his parents from their home.

      “This is something they have known they would do since they came to England. They built a house on the land where they would live as soon as I married. I think they are excited to move into their new home. I know I am excited to be able to take over the castle and run it as my own.”

      “Do your brothers not mind that their younger brother is inheriting instead of them?”

      He shrugged. “I never really thought about that. We always knew that I would inherit and growing up knowing that makes things different I think. It is strange compared with the way other families do things, but for us, it seems just right.”

      “As long as there will not be any angry wives trying to hurt me or Letice,” she said with a grin.

      “Oh, there will not. All of my brothers have children and have moved to other areas. They truly are content.”

      Madelina breathed a sigh. “Then I am sure we will be, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as they had broken their fast the following morning, Alexander announced it was time to load the wagons. Madelina had not realized just how much she had to take with her, but her uncle had announced that he would be sending four men with them, along with two wagons. That way they would be safer on their ride. His men would take turns driving the wagons while she and Alex rode beside them. Letice would ride in the wagons at times and with Alex and Madelina at times. The girl was not afraid of horses, and Madelina planned to start teaching her to ride as soon as they were at their new home.

      Madelina embraced both of her parents, thanking them for loving her as they did. When her aunt Christiana embraced her, they came up with a plan. “Every hour or so, reach out to me with your mind. If I answer, you know that I will be able to hear your cries for help and pass along news from there. If I do not, you will know that you have to go back to the previous place.”

      “You really do not think you will be able to communicate with me from that distance, do you?”

      Christiana shook her head sadly. “I am certain I will not. So, it will be up to you to find the closest place to your new home where we can communicate.”

      Thinking of how much Alexander hated her communicating with her aunt with him there, she realized she may have to hide what she was doing. It was a small thing, and she needed to have a way to contact her family. “We will make it work, Auntie.”

      Eva hugged her as well. “Stay strong,” was all she said.

      Madelina swung up onto her mount and faced forward, refusing to turn around and wave. As they passed over the hill that would hide the castle where she had grown up from her view, she thought to her aunt, “I love you!”

      “Be safe!” came back loud and clear.

      Madelina refused to cry because they did not need rain on their journey, so instead she kept her shoulders back and stifled her emotions. Alex watched her. “You are doing well.”

      She smiled, happy that she had fooled someone. She would never be able to fool herself, though. Half of her heart was staying with the people who loved her so much at the Nobilis Castle. “Does your home have a name?” she asked, trying to think of only what was ahead of her and not what she was leaving behind.

      “It is called Lain Castle.”

      “Lain?” she asked softly.

      “’Tis our family name.” Alex could not help but worry about his new bride. She looked as if she was strong and doing well, but he knew how very much she loved her family. She would be sad for a time, and he would need to help her work through that sadness. “My father and mother are surely expecting us to return soon. I do not know if Father realizes that we are married, but it is a possibility. He often guesses correctly. It is part of his luck.”

      She smiled over at him. When one of her sisters had married, she had hidden her powers from her husband, worried that he would not want her if he knew about it. She was glad that she and Alex could be completely open about their families with each other.

      Letice spent much of the day riding with her new mother, enjoying being held as well as looking around her. She seemed content to sleep as they rode as long as her mother was still holding her.

      When they stopped at the end of the day, Madelina’s legs were wobbly, and her arms were half asleep from holding the child. They had put in a good eight hours on their horses, and that was the longest she had ever been on a horseback. Alex held Letice as she dismounted, his gaze on his bride. “Are you all right?”

      Madelina nodded, laughing. “I thought the hours I had spent on horseback over the years would have prepared me for this journey. There is a great deal of difference between two hours on a horse and eight hours on a horse. I may have to limp off and rest for a bit.”

      He smiled at that. “I will see to supper tonight. I have eaten on the road before, and it is easy for me. There is a tent for us. I slept on the ground on the way here, but I did not think you would want to sleep in the open.”

      “Thank you for thinking of me.”

      “Thank your uncle. He sent the tent with instructions it be returned with his wagons. He did not want you to feel out of place.”

      She smiled at that. “Let me take Letice, and she and I will avail ourselves of the woods for our needs.” She also wanted to talk to her aunt Christiana to let them know they had made it safely through the first day of her voyage, but she did not want to do it with Alex there. He had made his feelings clear already.

      While she was taking care of her needs, she reached out to her aunt. “Aunt Christiana? We have finished our first day of travel. I am sore!”

      “Well, of course you are! Your mother packed a salve in your potion bag. Use it on your sore thighs. She promises it will help.”

      “Thank her for me and send my love to all!”

      “You receive love back from every one of us. You know that without being told, though.”

      Madelina did know without being told she had the love of everyone she had left behind. This was the first night of her life she would not sleep under the roof of her uncle’s castle. The first night she would not be protected by her father and uncles. Her life was changing quickly. She was not sure she was ready for the rate of it all.

      When she and Letice returned to the wagons, Alex had a fire going and was working to put up a tent with the other men. He was stripped to the waist, his arm muscles bulging as he did his share of the work and more. Madelina had not thought before about the type of training he must do to keep fit, but apparently, he worked as hard at it as her father and uncles did.

      “How can I help?” Madelina asked, wishing she could just get the salve to use and not have to deal with anyone.

      “Rest until supper. You are not used to this type of work,” Alex called back.

      She started to protest, but she realized she really did need to rest. She went into her medicine bag and found the salve her mother had included, disappearing back into the woods to apply it. “Are you sore?” she asked Letice.

      The little girl shook her head, her hair swinging about her face. Madelina knew she needed to start tying it back or it would always be in the way.

      She was moving easier as soon as they left the woods and returned to the campsite, and she and Letice sat down several feet from the fire. She did not want the fire to go out when she called in the wind to keep herself cool.

      The meal consisted of dried venison and some greens Madelina and Letice picked while they waited for Alex. “These are greens that will make us stronger,” she said, passing a handful to him.

      “You know how to find food from vegetation growing beside the road?” He was surprised but knew he should not be. Her upbringing had been very different than most young ladies.

      She shrugged.  “My mother has taught me much.” She watched as Letice ate a bite of the greens and made a face. She did not stop eating, though, which pleased Madelina. The child had spent her life until now in poverty. She knew that if she did not eat what was put before her, she did not eat. Eventually she would learn differently, but for now, it worked out well. “The tent looks ready.”

      Alex nodded. “The men will take turns guarding the tent through the night. They can take turns sleeping in the wagons while the others drive, so they will be fine.” He rightly saw on her face that she worried about the men guarding them.

      “That sounds good. I have never slept in a tent.”

      He frowned at that. “Never?”

      She shook her head. “I have never slept anywhere but the castle where I was born and raised. My family was not one for travel, and if someone did travel, most of the children stayed with whomever was left at the castle. Mother was frequently sent for when someone important was dying because she was known for her healing, but she never took me with her.”

      “That is probably because she knew you would be safer at home—and she was afraid you would make it snow on everyone around you.”

      Madelina nodded. “That is exactly why. I have been guarded my entire life. This is the most freedom I have ever known.”

      He eyed her curiously. “You are free, but you know you must listen to my instructions, do you not?” Most women knew they must be obedient to their husbands, but she had been raised so differently.

      She shrugged. “I know that the man is head of his wife even as Christ is head of the church.” She felt that there was much compromise in marriage, though, and she had seen that was just how it should be in the marriages she had observed from infancy.

      “And you believe that?”

      “I believe that there is compromise in a marriage. I know that there are times when our opinions will differ, but I hope you will always listen to my counsel. My experiences are very different than yours, and I may be able to provide insight into a matter you know nothing about,” she said softly. She certainly hoped he would agree with her.

      “But my word will be final, correct?”

      She nodded. She believed that—mostly. In time he would come around to her way of thinking. She was sure of it. She decided to change the subject because she was not sure they were ready for their first big argument. “I cannot wait to arrive at your home. I am looking forward to teaching Letice to ride.”

      “With a saddle?” he asked, popping another piece of the venison into his mouth.

      “I thought to teach her to ride the way I ride.”

      “It is not safe.” He would not hear of her teaching any of their children to ride without a saddle.

      “I am perfectly safe when I ride Buttercup.”

      “But our daughter would not be.” He sighed. “I have a feeling you are going to be more opinionated about many things than I expected while we courted.” He was proud to have a wife of such spirit, but hopefully she would also be able to bend to his will.

      “I would gladly have shared my opinions with you then if you had but asked,” she pointed out honestly.

      “Mayhap you would have. I was too busy kissing you to worry about your opinions at the time.”

      She grinned at him. “Much to my father’s dismay.”

      He shook his head at her. “I know you laugh about it now, but it was not funny at the time. He wanted to challenge me to a joust.”

      “A joust? Really? I have never seen one because I have never been anywhere. Do you joust, Alex?” She found she was fascinated by the idea.

      His face softened into a grin. “I never have jousted, but I have been trained as a knight. There was just no need for me to ever try to prove myself on a mock battlefield.”

      “I would give you a token of my esteem before you rode into the arena. A scarf mayhap?” She was amused at the very idea of him jousting. Her father had held much the same opinion as he seemed to about jousting. If you were a good knight, you had no need to prove yourself on the grounds of a tournament.

      He shook his head at her. “And what color would your token be, milady?”

      “Oh, it must be the perfect shade of bluish gray to match your eyes.” Madelina leaned toward him, resting her head on his shoulder. “Have I mentioned how fascinated I am by the color of your eyes?”

      “Mayhap once or twice . . .” He found himself more fascinated by this creature he called his wife every day.

      Madelina unexpectedly burst out laughing. “Look at the babe . . .”

      He glanced at the child, who was now stretched out between them, sound asleep. Shaking his head, he said, “As soon as we have finished our meal, I shall carry her into the tent. Are you as tired as our daughter is, wife?”

      “Not quite, but I am looking forward to sleeping tonight. And I really look forward to arriving at our new home and sleeping in a real bed with a roof over my head.” She looked over at the tent and frowned. “Not that you did not provide every luxury you could during our journey.”

      He kissed her forehead. “I will usually provide you with much better than this. But you will need to enjoy this as much as you can in the meantime.”

      “If it is too hot in the tent, may I make it snow?”

      “Hot? Summer nights are cool.” He sighed. “How about a cooling breeze? I prefer those to snow . . .”

      “All right, but sometimes you take all the fun out of my powers . . .”

      After he carried Letice into the tent, he left Madelina alone to prepare herself for bed. She carefully tucked the covers around her daughter, wanting her to stay warm and healthy; even though Madelina knew Letice would be plenty warm, she worried about the fever the child had had just days before.

      She undressed and slid under a cover to wait for Alex. It was a perfectly cool evening, normal for July in England, and it felt good to her. She was ready for sleep.

      When Alex entered the tent minutes later, he found his wife and daughter both sleeping peacefully, and he smiled. All was right with his world if his ladies were happy.
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      Late on their third day of travel, Madelina reached out mentally to her aunt. When there was no answer, she frowned. “How far from your home are we, Alex?” Her aunt’s voice had sounded weaker and weaker in her head as the hours had passed. She had known she would be losing her soon, but until that moment, she had not believed she would lose her completely before they reached their home.

      “Less than an hour. Are you too tired to go on?” he asked, frowning at her.

      She was filthy, bedraggled, and exhausted, but she had the promise of a hot bath and a bed waiting for her, and there was nothing that would keep her from continuing their journey. “Of course not. I am ready.” In fact, knowing they were so close made her pick up the pace. Surely, they could ride ahead and have the wagons follow them. She had her husband at her side and her child on her lap. What more could a woman ask for?

      As they rode, she was vaguely aware of their surroundings. They passed the walled city of York and just rode a few minutes north of there. She would have liked being further from the city, but she would not complain. Home was within her grasp.

      When Alex stopped in front of a large castle—not quite as large as the one she had grown up in, but very big nonetheless—she looked at him. “Home?” she asked softly.

      He nodded, swinging down from his horse and holding his hands up for Letice. Madelina swung her sore body down from the back of her mount and moved to stand beside him. “Are your parents home?”

      “My parents are always home. Now that my father has retired from fighting, he is content to stay at my mother’s side. Mother says she wishes he would find himself a hobby that would keep him out from underfoot all the time, but so far, he hasn’t done so.”

      She smiled at him. “When we are that age, will you bother me by being underfoot all the time? Or will you be a docile husband, obedient to my every wish?”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “If you think there will ever be something docile about me, you are a very confused woman.” He led her into the castle, calling out as they entered. “Mother! Father! I have come home with my bride!”

      Both of his parents hurried in from a room off the great hall. “Introduce us, Alexander!” his mother told him. She frowned at the child in his arms.

      “This is my wife, Madelina, and this is an orphaned child we found. We decided to keep her so Madelina could have a daughter.” He smiled over at his wife. “Father, Madelina is the youngest daughter of Charles Nobilis, who is the younger brother of Roland.”

      Her new father-in-law stepped forward and grasped both of her hands in his. “I do not see any of the features of my old friend, but I am happy to welcome you to the family. I heard both Roland and Charles married well.”

      Madelina smiled in response. “They married sisters, and their friend, Hugh, married their third sister. All of us have lived in the same home. I was raised with brothers and sisters and cousins.”

      His mother stepped closer to Madelina. “It sounds like you have had a wonderful life. I cannot wait to start training you on running this old castle.”

      Madelina then broached the topic that had been bothering her for days. “Alex has said that you will move away now that we married. Please know that I would love to have you stay here with us. The castle is plenty large enough.”

      Lady Lain laughed loudly. “You think if I stay you will be able to pursue your own interests. It is not going to happen. This place is all yours to manage.” She leaned over and kissed Madelina’s cheek. “Welcome to the family.” She reached out her hands for Letice, who was watching everything with interest, her thumb firmly in her mouth. “Come see your grandmama.”

      Letice looked at her for a moment before leaning forward and allowing her new grandmother to hold her. “Grandmama?”

      “Aye, I am your grandmama.” Lady Lain grinned at Madelina. “I like how you solved the problem with no daughters being born to the seventh son. Very creative of you.”

      Madelina grinned. “I thought so.”

      “I hope you will call me Mother, just like Alex does. Would you like to see your new home?”

      “Aye, I would love that.” Madelina lifted her hands to take her daughter from the older woman, but Letice just put her head on her new grandmama’s shoulder.

      The house was significantly smaller than the one she had been raised in. Of course, her uncle’s castle was built with the knowledge that there would be three married couples living there with all of the children they bore between them, which ended up being seventeen. The house had needed to be large.

      This home had been built with a different knowledge. The knowledge that every generation that lived in it would have seven sons. What an odd thing that was to know going into a marriage.

      As she was shown the first floor of the home, including the kitchens and the storage rooms, Madelina could see the care that had gone into the home. “Alex is very excited to have Letice and me here under his roof.”

      “I am sure he is. It must have been strange for him being under your family’s roof. Tell me, how long have you been married?”

      “We were married four days ago. We spent two nights at my home, and then we began our journey here.”

      “You must be exhausted! Instead of the rest of the tour before supper, let me take you to your room, and I will have the servants ready a bath for you.”

      Madelina wanted to kiss the woman’s feet. “That would bring me a great deal of pleasure.”

      “I am certain. Being on the road is so tiresome.” Lady Lain walked toward the stairs and opened a door at the top. “We will be moved out within the week, but for now, I think you will find Alex’s boyhood room comfortable.” She opened a door at the other end of the hall from hers. “We can put little Letice in the room beside yours that was his brother Philip’s.”

      “Thank you.” Madelina walked into the room and found everything perfectly set up. She sat on the edge of the bed. “This room will be perfect for now.” She reached out her hands, and this time Letice came to her, getting down to look around the room.

      “I will go request that bath.”

      Madelina liked the way that statement had been worded. She would “request” a bath rather than order it. It sounded like that was exactly the kind of family she needed to have married into. “Your room is next door,” she said to Letice. “Would you like to go see it?”

      Letice nodded. Madelina groaned softly as she got to her feet, walking to the next room. There was a firm bed and a nice window. “This will be just right for you. Papa and I will be right next door. All right?”

      “Aye.” Letice did not need a further invitation. She climbed into the bed and pulled the covers over her, shoes and all.

      Madelina wished she could do the same, but she knew she could not be rude on her first night in her new home. She tucked the covers around her daughter and left the room.
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      After she had finished her bath, Madelina dressed in the clothes she had just removed. They were filthy, and she wished her other clothes were available to her, but they were still in one of the wagons. She used the salve on her thighs again, pleased with how well the medicine was easing her pain.

      Descending the stairs, she was not certain what she would find, but when she walked into the room where Alex sat with his parents, all eyes went to her. “Letice is sleeping. I showed her to her room, and she climbed under the covers, shoes and all. I think she is as tired as I am.”

      “Supper will be in a few minutes,” Alex told her. “You can get a good night’s sleep after that.”

      Madelina nodded, sitting next to him on the window seat where he was relaxing. She needed his strength to make it through the night. She was so tired, she was not sure if she would make it through no matter what she did. “I would enjoy that.”

      He grinned up at her. “I was telling my parents about your family and the special powers the ladies have.”

      “Oh!” Madelina had not expected him to tell them about the powers, so she was a bit surprised. “Aye, the ladies of my family have very strange powers.”

      “I know that when Roland was told that he would be getting Sir Robert’s eldest daughter, there was much laughter because she was reputed to be a witch,” Sir Ralph said. “Is your mother a witch?”

      Madelina was used to the question, and she immediately shook her head. “No, we are all Christians, and we wear the cross, which we could not do if we were witches. We believe our powers come from God, but we do have powers.”

      “But only the women in your family have powers?” he asked.

      “Until this generation, there were no boys, so aye, the girls have the powers. I have brothers and male cousins because my mother and her sisters were able to fulfill the family’s destiny by conquering evil.” She knew many people would think what she said was nonsense, but with a family who believed in luck so strongly, surely, he would believe what she said.

      “According to Alex, your power is to control the weather. Is that true?”

      “Aye, it is.” She was tired, but she closed her eyes, letting the snow fall into the sitting room. She opened her eyes when his mother gasped with alarm. Laughing softly, she ordered the snow to stop. “You will find that I cannot always control it, and there will sometimes be snow inside when you least expect it.”

      “That must make it hard when you are at court or traveling,” his mother said.

      “I have never been to court, and I have never traveled before this week. I imagine it will be very hard, but I will mostly stay home as I can. Our lands were isolated enough that few people ever visited, except peasants wanting to be healed.” She had not thought about how much her family’s isolation probably had to do with her and her lack of control over her powers.

      “Who has the healing powers?” Sir Ralph asked.

      “My mother, Marina. She has the power to heal with her touch, and she has been known to pull someone who had just died back from the other side. That is where Letice came in as well. She was lying by the side of the road, and Alex picked her up and brought her to me because one of the peasants told him I was a healer. And while I am, I can only heal with herbs and poultices. I called for my mother, and she saved the girl. Alex saw her parents’ home being burned, so we decided we would keep her and raise her as our own. I want to teach her the ways of healing.”

      Both of Alex’s parents looked at him. “Did you realize the babe was ill when you picked her up?” Sir Ralph asked.

      Alex nodded. “She was burning up with fever.”

      “You have shown no signs of this illness?” his mother asked.

      “None. I am a strong, healthy man, Mother.” Alex grinned at Madelina, who smiled back.

      “Would you be able to cure this disease if you were presented with it?” his mother asked.

      Madelina shook her head. “It is possible I could if I saw it in the early stages, but most likely we would need to send for my mother with her healing touch.”

      His parents exchanged a look between them. “How would you send for her?” his father asked.

      “My aunt has the ability to communicate through thoughts. She had a feeling we would be too far for her to hear my thoughts from here, so she had me try every hour along the way. About an hour south of here, I lost her voice in my head. If I have need of my mother, I can travel to that location and ask my aunt to send my mother. It would be much faster than sending for her by messenger.”

      Alex frowned at Madelina. “Why did you not tell me you were communicating with your aunt every hour?”

      She shrugged. “I did not think it mattered,” she fibbed. Truthfully, she knew it had mattered to him too much, so she had not mentioned it. She had need to be able to communicate with her family, and that would be the easiest way, whether he liked it or not. “My mother wants to be here when I have my first, so I promised to make sure that I could communicate with Aunt Christiana.”

      “Is that the aunt who married Roland?” Sir Ralph asked. At her nod, he continued. “There is not a more able knight I have seen. He was a good commander of his men and quite shrewd.”

      Alex wanted to discuss her communicating with her aunt more but decided that would be better left for when they were alone. “Madelina will have to tell you the story of how the three sisters bested Roland and his knights for a day before they took the manor where the ladies lived.”

      Sir Ralph smiled. “That sounds like a wonderful story and one I look forward to hearing.”

      After they had eaten their supper, Madelina asked where she could find her clothes. She wanted to be able to put on something clean the following morning instead of something covered in dust. She knew that Alex did not mind, but what must his mother think of her?

      Alex was still down talking about the journey with his parents when she slipped under the covers. She was too tired to stay awake for another moment. Three days on the road, after two very emotional days at home, had left her drained in a way she had never been in her life. She prayed for her family and immediately drifted off to sleep.
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      When Alex got into his bedchamber, all he could think about was talking to Madelina about her communicating with her aunt so frequently on their trip. He walked in, and she lay on her side, her breathing even. She looked very young in that moment, and he could not bear to wake her. The morrow was soon enough to make his displeasure known at her actions. They were married, and she should tell him everything.

      He slipped into bed beside her and pulled her toward him, not wanting to sleep without at least holding her. It was amazing how just a few days of marriage had changed him. He could not wait until their sons started to be born, and he was able to mold them into the kind of men they needed to grow up to be.
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      Madelina woke early, dressing immediately in her hunting clothes. She wanted to make certain her aunt knew they had made it home safely. She realized as she went to the stables that she had inadvertently fibbed. The last time she had talked to her aunt in her mind was two hours south, not one hour. She would go to the spot where she had last tried to communicate and reach out to her every ten minutes after that.

      She mounted Buttercup gingerly, still a bit sore from the long days of riding, but this time she would be able to ride at her own pace, racing across fields. Not having an escort as she rode made her feel truly free for the first time in her life. She did not stop to think about safety or whether or not Alex would mind her going off by herself. Instead, she rode like the wind, her hair streaming out behind her.

      It took her half the time to reach the spot where she had not been able to reach her aunt, and again she tried with no response. Another ten minutes south was far enough, though, and her efforts were rewarded. “Aunt Christiana?”

      “Madelina! When I did not hear from you again yestereve, I worried for you!”

      “We are fine. I must ride forty minutes south of my new home to be able to reach you, but that does not feel like such a far distance. I am just glad we will not entirely lose touch.”

      “Your new home is good? Alex’s parents treat you well?”

      “Aye, they do. Alex does not like me communicating with you this way, though. He feels it is rude, and I am not sure why. I will have to make sure to do it at times he is distracted.”

      “Like creeping out of bed before he wakes?” Christiana asked in her mind. “That is not a good answer, Madelina.”

      “I know, Auntie, I know. I will do my best to get along with him and give him time to adjust, just like Aunt Eva suggested. Give everyone my love, and I will return to my new home now. I miss you all already.”

      “You are certainly missed here. Remember, your place is with your new husband, not sneaking off to talk to me. We love you!” Christiana felt sad in her thoughts, and Madelina was certain she understood. Her aunt was losing her, and if she was going to be obedient to her husband, she was losing their ability to communicate as well. It was a difficult situation.

      On her way back, she rode just as swiftly, hoping that she would be back in the castle before anyone noticed she was missing. Her hopes were dashed as she rode into the castle grounds.

      Alex was on his horse, heading toward her, pulling in the reins to stop as she stopped in front of him. “How is your aunt?” he asked, guessing correctly at her errand.

      “She is fine, and my family is fine. They were worried about me when I could not communicate with them again last night. Now they will not worry again. They needed to know I was safe.” She hoped she could make him understand that they were important to her, and she could not let them worry.

      “I see. Do not you think you should have had an escort riding with you? You did not think you were unsafe out on a horse by yourself in the early morning hours?” He knew she was intelligent, but in that moment, he wanted to shake her for not using the mind God gave her. How could she ride off and not even tell anyone she was going?

      “I always thought my family was being overprotective by making me leave with an escort.” She moved her thumb to indicate the bow and arrows over her shoulder. “I was armed and ready to defend myself if needed. And do not forget, I do have the power to control the weather.”

      “You think that power could keep a man away if he wanted to hurt you?” Alex dismounted and took the reins of her horse, leading it to the stables. “I am very upset with you right now, Madelina. You put yourself at risk, and I will not stand for that.”

      “I am still my own person, Alex, whether I am married to you or not. I was careful, and I did not allow myself to be caught by anyone. If you need a demonstration of my power so you can see just how I can use it, I would be happy to show you.” Her mother and aunts had spent hours and hours locked away as children working on learning to use their powers to the best of their abilities. That had never been necessary for Madelina because the fate of the world was not on her shoulders. She used them when she needed to, and when she accidentally used them, but there was no reason for her to train to use her powers.

      He did not respond as he led the two horses into the stable and then offered her a hand to help her down. She accepted, wondering exactly what was going through his mind. He was angry, there was no doubt about that, but what was his anger about? Was he angry that she had not taken an escort? Or because she had dared to speak to her family without his permission?

      He held her hand and led her into the castle and up the stairs to their room. Once he had closed the door behind him, he crossed his arms over his chest. “That was a very foolhardy thing to do, and I will have your promise you will not do it again.”

      “Will not do what? Leave the castle grounds alone? Or talk to my aunt?” Madelina found she was just as angry as he was, and when thunder started rumbling there in the room, she worked hard to calm her emotions.

      “You have every right to talk to your aunt. I am not trying to stop you from doing that.”

      “Good because I will not stop. I love my family, and I have the right to speak to them when I can.” No matter how angry he was, she was not going to back down from this. He was not going to give up contact with his family, so why should she?

      He shook his head. “You have the right to speak to them when I am available to ride with you. I do not want you going alone because it is not safe. You are obviously a gentlewoman, and you could be taken for the money your family will pay.”

      “I was safe. I just needed to tell my aunt that we arrived safely and tell her that I could not communicate with her from my new home. Why cannot you see I could not allow her to worry?”

      “So, you let me worry instead? How do you think I felt when I woke up and you were not beside me? How do you think I felt when I then searched the castle and you were not here? What about when I found that your mount was missing?” He shook his head. “Your family may have been slightly worried when you did not communicate, but they knew it was a possibility. I did not know you would be foolish enough to leave my safe home in the early hours so you could let them know you were fine!” The last word was a shout, and instead of backing down, Madelina stood up to him and walked closer.

      “I am an adult. I have the right to make decisions for myself. I am a skilled healer and a woman of power. I will not be forced to hide in this castle to be kept safe. I have done that my entire life, and it will not happen any longer!”

      “You do not think that as my wife, you need to obey me when I tell you not to leave my property without an escort?” he asked, his eyes flaming with anger.

      “As your wife, I think you know that I am a reasonably intelligent woman. You have to know that I am not going to do anything that will put my life in danger.”

      “But you already did! We are not close enough to Scotland for the raids to come here or for the fighting to be here, but the fighting is close enough that it is just not safe to be out on your own. Ever!”

      “I will not cower inside this castle. One of the reasons I wanted to marry you was because you were impressed with my skills, and you understood that I needed to be free . . . I thought you did, at least. You are as bad as my father with trying to keep me locked up and calling it keeping me safe.” Madelina could not believe her sweet suitor from days before had turned into an angry husband already.

      “Were you not taught that a woman obeys her husband? Everyone knows that women cannot just do what they want because they are weak.”

      “I am not weak!” Her anger got away from her, and she used a blast of wind to knock him off his feet. “I am strong!”

      Alex lay there on the floor for a moment, deciding then that he needed to leave before his anger got the better of him. Already he knew that he needed her to learn to be a wife and not just a woman who felt she had her own freedom. He did not want his mother to have to talk to her, but perhaps that was the answer. He knew his mother had always been obedient to his father.

      He left the castle, going right back to the stables and having the lad there ready his horse. He knew he was acting strangely, but he needed time to think on what to do with his disobedient wife.

      After he had left the room, Madelina threw herself on her bed and cried angry tears. She could not believe she had become so angry she had knocked her husband down with her powers. She needed to apologize to him, to let him know she would never hurt him intentionally, but he was already gone.

      It was not long before she heard Letice crying in the room next to hers, so she got to her feet and checked on the girl. An unmarried maiden had time for crying and emotions. A married woman had to take care of her responsibilities. Especially if she was a mother.

      She walked into the room and sat down on the bed beside the little girl. “Why are you crying?”

      “I could not find you.”

      Madelina realized that the girl was still sad after the loss of her parents. She needed to be a better mother to her.
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      Alexander rode for a couple of hours before returning to the castle. He did not act as if anything had happened—at least not in front of his parents. Once Madelina had Letice down for her nap, she asked if she could speak with him.

      He nodded, following her up to the room they were sharing. His parents had not noticed anything odd between them because they were in the process of getting all their personal belongings ready to move to the dower house. The furniture would stay in the castle, but all of their clothes and special items had to be moved. They had lived in the castle for more than thirty years, so the process was tedious.

      Once they were in their room, Madelina looked at Alex with tears in her eyes. “I am so sorry I used my powers against you. I have no excuse. I wanted to show you I could defend myself against an attacker, but that was not the right way to do it. Can you forgive me?”

      Alex sighed, wrapping his arms around her. “We were both very angry with each other this morning. If you need to talk to your aunt about something, I want you to tell me, and I will take you to the location where you can reach her. I think that is a fair compromise.”

      She nodded. “I will let you know.”

      “Thank you.” He kept his arms around her, his hands moving up and down her sides. They had not been able to make love since they had left her home, and he missed having the special time with his wife.

      He scooped her up in his arms and laid her on the bed, ready to rectify their situation.

      “Alex! It is still daytime.”

      He grinned. “At the moment, that is the furthest thing from my mind.”

      This time there was no need for an apology. Her pleasure was as great as his, and she understood why he had apologized before. She fell asleep in his arms, thankful they were back on good terms with each other. They had been married less than a week. They could not possibly already have a troubled marriage.
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      While Madelina slept, Alex went to his father, hoping to find a good way to ask him about how to properly train a wife in obedience. He should never have married a lady who was so independent. Her independence made her hard to control.

      “Father? May I have a word?” His parents were together, going through their things in their bedchamber. They would leave soon, and he wanted to take advantage of his father’s greater experience before he left.

      “Aye, of course.” His father looked at his mother. “We will talk in the sitting room below stairs. I will be back up to help when I can.”

      His mother frowned. “You are just trying to get out of helping, Ralph. This is not women’s work, you know.”

      “I know. I will be back soon!” His father closed the door and grinned at him. “Thanks for the rescue, son.”

      Alex shook his head. “Just tell her to have one of the servants help her.”

      “Are you joking? I need to be able to live with her for the rest of my life.”

      “I guess that is what I want to speak to you about. I need to know how to make my wife obedient. Is there something I can do to train her to follow my lead?”

      His father sat down in a comfortable chair in the sitting room, and he laughed. He covered his face with his hands and calmed himself down, then he looked at his son, and he laughed some more. “Seriously?” he finally was able to choke out.

      Alex frowned at his father, taking the seat across from him. “Obviously Mother is the model wife. She obeys you in everything. How did you train her to be that way?”

      His father took calming breaths and wiped the tears from his eyes. “There is no training a wife to be obedient. If a woman is treated with the utmost respect and made to feel like you value her and her opinions, she is more likely to want to follow your lead, but you married a woman of power, son. She has the ability to change the weather. You cannot expect her to be someone who easily follows you.”

      “She rode out this morning, knowing I would want her to have an escort. She wanted to make sure her family did not worry about her because she could no longer communicate with them in her mind.” Alex sighed. “I found her riding back to the stable, planning to hide the fact she had left.”

      His father nodded. “I know right now it all seems insurmountable, but I will tell you that you do not want a weak woman. If you married a woman who backed away from you every time you raised your voice, she would drive you crazy. Instead you have a strong, self-reliant woman. There is nothing wrong with that.”

      “But sometimes she needs to listen to me and worry about her safety.”

      “Mayhap she does. Mayhap she does not. What did she plan to do if something happened to her?”

      Alex frowned. “She has a bow and arrow that she uses with great skill. She also has the ability to call up her powers, and she gave me a dose of those this morning when I confronted her about it all. She knocked me over with her wind, and I landed on my backside.”

      Ralph threw back his head and laughed. “Welcome to the world of marriage, son. She is not one who will be controlled. The only thing I can tell you is if you are a good, strong leader who makes it clear you value her more than anything else in your life, she will eventually be easier to make suggestions to, and she might follow those suggestions.”

      “Are you saying that instead of telling her not to go and talk to her aunt without me again, I should suggest that she might want to take me along next time?” Alex could not believe his own father was suggesting such gibberish.

      His father shrugged. “Take my advice or leave it. You wanted someone more experienced than you.” He got to his feet. “Now I am going to go back upstairs and help your mother pack up our bedchamber, so I can keep the peace in my marriage.”

      Alex watched his father leave the room, feeling more than a little surprise. His parents’ marriage seemed perfect to him, and his mother always seemed to do what his father said. How could his father not have better advice for him than that?

      He went out to the courtyard, where the men were training, and picked up a sword. He had a need to do some real fighting to get out some of his aggression. Making love with his wife had helped but not nearly enough.
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      Madelina was talking to the servants about what they planned to make for supper, trying to be the kind of good wife her husband was looking for, when she heard her name shouted from another part of the castle. She ran, following the voice. Alex was being helped into a chair, a great cut on his shoulder. “What did you do?” she asked, immediately tearing away his sleeve to get a good look at the injury.

      “I was not paying enough attention during training, I guess.” Alex felt like a fool admitting it, but his mind had been on her, not on his training.

      “Let me get my herbs,” she said softly. “I am going to clean this properly and stitch it closed. It is not going to be comfortable, but it will keep out infection.”

      He sighed. “All right. Get what you need.”

      She was back a moment later with her bag of herbs and a needle and thread. His mother was right behind her. “Will you go and get a bowl of water as hot as you can stand it from the kitchen please?” Madelina asked. She did not watch to see if his mother had done what she asked. Instead she took a glass of water she had been drinking from earlier and added a pinch of herbs to it. “Drink this down. It will help lessen the pain of what I am about to do.”

      Alex frowned at her, but he did as she told him. It was only a moment before he started to feel woozy. “What was in the glass?”

      “Something to make you tired and feel less pain. You are going to need to sit back as I work on this.” She saw her mother-in-law approaching with the bowl of water and a clean cloth. She immediately dipped the cloth into the water and began to carefully clean the wound. She knew from past experience that if she left even a tiny piece of dirt in the wound, it could become infected, and he could die from it.

      She worked and made sure the wound was meticulously cleaned. Her mother-in-law stood beside her, wringing her hands together. “What else can I do?”

      “Go check on Letice, would you?” Madelina asked.

      “Aye, of course!”

      Madelina was relatively sure the child would still be sleeping because she took long naps, but she needed her mother-in-law out of the way. She did not need to feel her son’s pain as Madelina worked to heal him.

      Thirty minutes later, she had the wound stitched closed. “You are going to have to spend the rest of the day in bed, I am afraid. Quite probably longer than that.” She nodded to the two men who had helped him inside. “Can you get him up the stairs?”

      She cleaned her mess up, and carefully put her herbs away, mentally thanking her mother for getting all of the herbs ready to travel with her. Then she climbed the stairs and walked into her room, sitting on the bed beside her husband, who was sleeping peacefully.

      She wished she could get her mother to come and finish healing him, but unless an infection set in, she would not risk angering her new husband by riding to contact her aunt. She had been relying on her mother for many years to back her up with her healing, but now it was time for her to stand on her own two feet.

      His mother knocked on the door, carrying Letice inside with her. “How is he?”

      Madelina smiled. “I have cleaned the wound and given him some medicine for the pain that will also help him sleep. As long as infection does not set in, he will be fine in a week or so.”

      “And if infection does set in?”

      “We could lose him.” Madelina had learned at her mother’s knee that you should never lie to the family of an injured person. It was her job to set clear expectations, and she would not make things easier just because she could. Truth was always the best.

      “Can you send for your mother to heal him properly?”

      “I can, but I promised him I would not go south to contact my aunt without him with me. If I believed it was life or death for him, I would contact her without hesitation, but I think he is going to be fine without her.”

      “Would she have time to get here before he died if infection did set in?” his mother asked, the fear in her eyes heartwarming. Madelina could tell she truly loved her son.

      “She likely could. I would do everything I knew to do to keep him alive until she arrived.” Madelina smiled at her, putting her hand on her mother-in-law’s arm. “I have done what I could do. There should not be any problems. I cleaned it well, and I will be very surprised if there is an infection.”

      “Thank you.” Handing Letice to Madelina, her mother-in-law left the room. “I am going to the chapel to pray.”

      “That is the best course of action now.” Madelina watched her go and then turned her attention to the child. “Did you have a good nap?”

      Letice nodded. “I woke up, and I did not get scared.”

      “I am really glad. I am here for you now, remember?” Madelina was glad the child was adjusting so well to her new surroundings.

      “I ’member. Papa sick?” Letice asked.

      “He got cut with a sword during practice today, so I had to sew his shoulder closed. See?” Madelina carefully showed her daughter where the stitches were. “Someday, I am going to teach you to heal people as well.”

      “Like your mama?”

      “Just like my mama taught me. Now I am your mama, so you get to learn.” Madelina was thrilled the child understood what she was telling her. “Would you like to learn to make people better when they are sick or injured?”

      “Aye. I do not want people to die anymore.”

      Madelina knew the child was thinking about her own parents, and she hugged her close. “People will always die, but they do not have to die too soon. Disease and injuries made them die sooner than they should.”

      “Papa die?” Letice asked.

      “No, he is not going to die because I did what I needed to do to heal him.” Madelina felt confident that he would be fine. She hoped the people around her felt confident in her, too.
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      Three days later, Alex was fighting her constantly. “I want to be able to train with my men. Staying in bed this long is ridiculous.”

      Madelina stood over him, her arms folded. “If you go out there now, you are going to ruin my good work and rip those stitches open, but I am willing to compromise. You may walk down to the sitting room downstairs and sit up and not lie down constantly.” She could see on his face that he was ready to fight for the right to train, but she was not about to back down. In matters of healing, he needed to obey her.

      “Fine.” He did not like it, but he did not want to be unwell for any longer than necessary either. He allowed her to help him to his feet, and then she had to help him dress. “I feel like a babe.”

      She laughed. “You are not a babe. You are just injured, and I am not about to let you make it worse by being stubborn.”

      “Me stubborn?” he asked, shocked. “If I am stubborn, I learned how to be from my wife!”

      She grinned at that. “As true as that may be, you are still injured, and I am still helping you. I want you to lean on me as we go down the stairs. There is no reason for you to try to do it on your own and fall.”

      He listened to her, doing his best not to put too much weight on her slender shoulders as they went down the stairs together. When they had reached the sitting room, he was out of breath and felt as if he had just run for miles. “I am so weak!”

      “Aye, you are. You lost a lot of blood when you were first injured. You will feel weak for a while yet.”

      He groaned. “I want to be able to return to my training.”

      “I could make you ready to train in three days’ time,” she told him. She could tell she had his interest.

      “How? I will do anything!”

      “I could ride down to speak to my aunt and have her send my mother. She could heal you completely. I do not have that ability.”

      He frowned at her. “It is not worth it to me for you to risk yourself. No, I would rather heal slowly.”

      “It is the only thing I can offer.” She was relatively certain he was out of danger and would not be getting an infection, but he might just lose his mind from boredom. “We could play a dice game?”

      He grinned. “Do you know any?”

      She shook her head. “No, but I would be happy to learn.” She hurried to get the dice she had seen in a drawer, handing them to him upon her return.

      Alex looked down at the dice and rolled them in his hands. “There are many different dice games, but I will teach you a simple one.”

      “Because I am a woman and my mind is simple?”

      “No, because you are going to lose no matter what game I teach you.”

      Madelina frowned at him. “Why will I lose?”

      “I am the seventh son of a seventh son. My luck does not allow me to lose games of chance. For it to be a fair game, we would need to play something like chess.” He was certain she had never played, but it would be good to teach her. It would take time and give them both something to do.

      “Do you have a chess set?”

      He nodded. “In the same room with the dice. There is a cabinet under the drawer, and if you open it, you will see the chess board and pieces.”

      She rushed from the room to fetch it, excited to play. When she came back, he quickly and expertly set up all the pieces. “This was the only game my brothers would play with me,” he explained. “They all hated it when I beat them at every game of chance without even trying.”

      “I can see that.” She sat down across from him and listened to his explanation on how to play. He explained things slowly and carefully as if he thought it would all be too much for her.

      After he had explained about how each piece moved and about winning the game, it took her five moves to have him in checkmate. He stared down at the board, his eyes narrowed in shock. “What did you just do?”

      “I beat you. Mayhap you should ask if someone has ever played a game before you work so hard to explain it in such simplistic terms.” She sat back and grinned at him, pleased with herself for beating him so handily. “I think Letice is waking up. I need to go check on her.”

      He watched her go, a smile on his face. If there was anything that truly impressed him about his wife, it was the fact that she was accomplished at so many things. It was also what scared him the most about her because her accomplishments made her feel powerful.
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      Madelina took Alex’s stitches out after a week, but it was a full two weeks before she allowed him to set foot on the training ground again. “If you feel even a twinge, you need to rest more. I do not want you being in a hurry to ruin the work I did healing you!”

      He clearly did not care what she said as he hurried out to the practice yard, ready to work with his men.

      Once he was gone, Madelina looked around for something to do. The servants saw to the cleaning and meals. They even helped with Letice. She needed something to do that would occupy her time. For a brief moment, she wished someone would hurt themselves so she could heal them, but then she realized just how selfish that was.

      Finally, she decided to sit Letice down and work on teaching her to read. The girl was very bright, and there was no reason to wait. It would not be long before Madelina started having babies from what Alex’s mother had told her, and she wanted her daughter to be reading competently as soon as she could.

      Letice did not seem terribly interested in learning to read, but she truly enjoyed having Madelina’s undivided attention, so she worked to learn. She practiced writing her letters and repeated the sounds the letters made after her mama.

      It took two weeks of concerted effort, but by the end of the second week, she could read a simple sentence. Madelina had decided not to tell Alex what she was doing because it would be a surprise to him.

      When he came in at the end of a long training session, Madelina invited him to the sitting room. “I want to show you something.”

      Alex grabbed her shoulders and kissed the side of her neck. “I would love to see anything you want to show me . . .”

      She pulled away from him. “There are children about!” She did her best to quiet her quickening heart as she led him into the sitting room.

      When he got into the sitting room, Letice was sitting there waiting for him with a big smile on her face. “I have seen her before,” he whispered to Madelina, who sighed.

      “Do you take anything seriously?”

      “Not if I can help it, I do not!”

      “Sit down beside Letice.” Madelina waved to the spot on the window seat.

      Letice took a page of words that Madelina had given her, and she pointed to each word, reading it aloud.

      When she finished, Alex looked at Madelina with a shocked look on his face. “She learned fast.”

      “She did. She is a very smart girl.”

      “What am I going to do with two smart women in my life? I think it is time for us to start having sons, so I will not be outnumbered!”

      Madelina laughed. “We will always be your favorites, though, will we not?”
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      Within two months of getting married, Madelina began losing her meals . . . all of her meals. She found it difficult to keep anything in her stomach at all. She knew she was expecting, but never had she seen morning sickness quite as bad as hers was, and she could not begin to understand why it was called morning sickness when she was sick every minute of the day and night.

      After a full week of keeping nothing in her stomach, she began to worry that perhaps there was more involved with her illness than just expecting. She was using all the herbs her mother had suggested for a weak stomach during pregnancy, but none of them were working. Could she be expecting and have something else wrong with her?

      She talked to Alex one night while they lay abed after Letice was asleep for the night. “I fear we will have to send for my mother. I cannot stop losing my meals. It is not good for the babe or for me. If we do not send for her soon, I might not be well enough to get to the point where I can contact my aunt.”

      He looked at her in alarm. “Are you that worried? Or do you just want to see your mother?”

      At his question, she burst into tears. “How could you even ask me that? You see me not able to keep anything down. My face is white, and I feel like I am going to vomit every minute of every day? And you think I am only doing this to see my mother?” Did he not know her at all? She hated being sick!

      He pulled her into his arms, running his hand over her back. “I am sorry. We will go there on the morrow and send for her.”

      Once Madelina started crying, she could not seem to stop. “I am sorry. I cannot stop the tears!”

      He pulled the covers over their heads to shield them from the rain falling from the ceiling. “That is all right.” His hand kept moving over her back, and when she fell asleep, the rain stopped. The covers on the bed were soaked, so he went to another room to get something to cover them with, shaking his head. It had been bad when she snowed while embarrassed. If she cried during her entire pregnancy, they would have a very wet home.
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      They left Letice with one of the servants the next morning, and Alex pulled Madelina onto his horse to ride in front of him. He was afraid to let her ride on her own in her weakened condition, but he was not sure he would be able to contact her aunt without her help.

      She rested back against him, feeling frail in his arms. It was then he realized that she was not just trying to get her mother there. She was very ill. He rode carefully, the ride taking well over an hour, but he did not want to jostle her any more than absolutely necessary.

      When they got to the point where she could contact her aunt, she bade him to stop. “Auntie?”

      “Madelina? Are you all right? You sound weak.”

      “Send Mother to me. Please. I am expecting, but nothing will stay in my stomach. I fear I am going to lose the babe, and I might not make it myself. I am using the correct herbs, but they are not helping.”

      “Wait there and let me tell your parents what is happening.”

      Madelina sighed, resting back against Alex. “She is talking to Mother. I need you to make sure you can connect with her. If I cannot come with you, you may need to come on your own and contact her yourself.”

      His arms hugged her to him. He realized then that she was very worried about her condition. “Are you worried you will lose the baby?” he asked.

      She nodded. “The baby and I may not survive. I have never seen anyone quite this ill while expecting. The herbs we give expectant mothers are not helping at all. There is something wrong.”

      His fear began then. She had not felt the need to go to her mother when he had been wounded because she had known she could heal him. Now she was sending for her mother. That meant something. “You are going to be all right.”

      “I hope so.” She closed her eyes, trying to preserve her strength.

      “Madelina? Your mother told me to let you know she is on her way. She and your father will leave by horseback immediately. She thinks they can make the journey in two days if they ride hard,” her aunt Christiana told her.

      “All right, Aunt Christiana. It was nice to hear from you.”

      “Hold on ’til your mother gets there. Do you hear me?”

      “I will be fine, Auntie. Alex is with me. Would you reach out to him? I want to be sure he can contact you if necessary.” Madelina nestled against Alex, hoping he would take a minute talking to her aunt so she could just rest.

      “It is very odd having someone speak to me in my mind,” Alex said a minute later.

      “She was able to find you then?”

      “Aye. She said that if I concentrate on her face very hard from this spot, she will be able to hear me.” He worried that he would not be able to do it, but he would definitely try.

      “Usually only she can start a conversation that way. But because I have had so many discussions with her in my mind over the years, I can do it. I hope the same goes for you.” She closed her eyes, ready to sleep as they headed back to the castle. She had no energy for anything else.

      When they got back to the castle, he realized she was asleep and handed her down to his brother Philip, who had come for a visit. “Hold her until I am down, please.”

      “Is she all right?” Philip asked, staring into the pale face of a woman he had never seen before.

      “She is ill. She is expecting, and she cannot keep anything in her stomach.” Alex swung down from the horse, handing the reins to his stable lad before taking his wife from his brother.

      “And you chose this moment to take her for a ride? You have never been the brightest of the seven of us, but I did not think you were stupid.”

      Alex sighed. “We rode out to where she could contact her aunt. Her mother is on her way. She is a skilled healer.”

      “Father told me she could heal with a touch. Is that true?” Philip asked.

      Alex strode toward the castle, determined not to stand in the castle yard having a discussion while holding his sleeping wife in his arms. “I saw her heal a child who was on the verge of death.”

      He went to the sitting room and sat down, carefully arranging Madelina on the window seat beside him. He had his arm around her to hold her in place. “Mayhap I should take her upstairs to sleep.”

      Madelina blinked, looking around her. Her last memory was of being on a horse and talking to her aunt. She saw a stranger in front of her and frowned. “Who are you?”

      The man laughed. “I am your husband’s brother. Philip.”

      “Where did you come from?” she asked, very confused. She looked at Alex. “Were we not just on a horse?” It was bad enough that she was weak and tired. When he moved her while she slept, it was unbearable.

      Alex smiled. “We were on a horse. Your mother is on her way. My brother was here when we got back.”

      “I see.” She did not, but that was only because her mind did not seem to want to focus on anything. “I am going to make myself an herbal tea. Mayhap that will help.” She had tried it every day since she had begun to feel sick, but she would try it again. Something had to work for her, and she could not just sit around waiting for her mother to arrive. She tried to get up, only to be stopped by Alex.

      “I will have one of the servants fetch it for you. Wait here.”

      “I need specific medicines from my bag to go into the boiling water.”

      “Then I will bring you your bag, and someone will bring you boiling water for you to add it. You will not get up.” Alex got to his feet and hurried from the room.

      “My brother cares about you a great deal,” Philip said softly.

      Madelina was not so certain. “I think he just likes knowing that the first of our seven is on the way.”

      Philip shook his head. “No, that is not it at all. I saw the concern on his face when he was watching you. That was not for the babe. That was for you.”

      “I certainly hope you are right because the healer in me tells me we are in for a very difficult year.” Madelina had a hard time believing she was going to have a difficult pregnancy. With all the births she had helped, it would seem she should have an easier time of it. She did not know why it seemed that way, but it did!

      “You are a healer? I thought your mother was the healer.”

      “My mother has the gift of the healing touch, but she has taught me the use of herbs to make salves and healing medicines. I learned much from her.”

      “I see. You do not have the healing touch then? What is your power?” he asked, obviously fascinated by her family.

      She smiled. “My power is a bit strange. I control the weather. Often when my emotions get away from me, it will rain or snow indoors.”

      “Really?” He had never heard of such a thing. “Can you show me?”

      Now that it was September, she was not perpetually hot, so she did not want to have it snow on them. “How about a warm breeze?” she asked, closing her eyes and allowing the wind to sweep through the room.

      “I like this!”

      “When I am embarrassed, it snows inside. When I am ashamed, it hails. If I am sad, it will rain indoors. Living with me means you need to be prepared for any weather at any given time.” Madelina rubbed her hands over her face. “And now you need to prepare for me to be ill at any given time.”

      “I actually came to see you because I was told your mother had the power to heal. I was hoping she would be willing to see to my son.” Philip seemed hesitant to ask, but she could understand the need. If her child was ill, she would move heaven and earth to get help for him.

      Madelina gratefully accepted her bag of medicine and a tankard of hot water from Alex. She found the right powders in her small pouches and added two different powders to the water. “What is wrong with your son?”

      “He was born with a leg that does not work properly. He drags it everywhere.”

      “Mama will be here in two days. If you can bring him here, I am sure she will be happy to see if she can help him.” She knew that her mother could help the boy, but she would not promise her mother would use her gift for another. It was not her place. She had never seen her mother refuse to heal someone, even if that person was bad, but she still would not promise.

      “That would please my wife and me a great deal.” Philip sighed. “When he was born injured, many said we should let him die, but I could not see doing that.”

      Madelina frowned. “No, of course you could not. How old is he?”

      “He is ten, and he hates being different. I am afraid he is starting to be very unhappy. He worries that he will never be able to fight.”

      “At ten, that should be the last of his worries,” she said with a smile. “I am sure something can be done. Please bring your wife with you when you bring him. I would love to meet her. How far from here do you live?”

      “’Tis a two-hour journey on horseback. I will certainly bring her.”

      With Alex back beside her, she smiled at him. “Why did you not tell me of your nephew’s affliction? Mother would be happy to help.”

      Alex shrugged. “Sometimes I think some are born with afflictions because they have need of learning a lesson that can only be taught by their difference from others. I was not sure if your mother should be brought in for that reason.”

      Madelina studied him for a moment, understanding his meaning. “I am sure if there is a lesson to be learned, your nephew has long since learned it.” She peered into her medicine, touching a finger to it to see if it was cool enough to drink. It was not, so she set it down again.

      Philip got to his feet. “I will go and get my wife and son and bring them to you two days hence.”

      Madelina nodded. “Mother and Father should be here by then.”

      “Father?” Alex groaned. “You did not tell me your father was coming.”

      “Did you expect Mother to travel across England on her own when you will not even allow me to go an hour away by myself?”

      “I guess I was hoping someone else would bring her. Your uncle Roland or mayhap your uncle Hugh.”

      Philip smiled down at Madelina. “It was a pleasure meeting you, sister. I look forward to seeing you in two days.”

      “We will welcome you,” Madelina said softly as she watched him leave. Once he was gone, she looked at Alex. “Which number brother is Philip?”

      “He is the eldest, and his son Joseph is the one with the affliction. His oldest as well. All of his other children are girls, and his only son walks with a limp. I am sure it is difficult for him.”

      “I hope Mother can help. I have seen her work miracles with many different types of things. She has been known to regrow a hand that was cut off.” Men tended to cherish sons over daughters, so she understood his brother’s sadness over the problem.

      Alex shook his head. “The powers your family possesses are amazing.”

      “They are. I have a feeling they will continue to get weaker through generations, now that the need for them is over, but perchance I am wrong. It would be nice to see some of my granddaughters have powers as well.” She reached for the tankard and started slowly sipping her tonic. She prayed that it would work this time, and she would be able to eat and nourish her son.

      Twenty minutes later, Alex was carrying her up the stairs. “Mayhap the medicine will help on the morrow.”

      She nodded, exhausted. If she could not eat, she could not be expected to help her baby grow.
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      When Madelina woke hours later, Letice was sitting at the side of her bed. She was holding a doll that she had found somewhere, but Madelina had no idea where. She presumed Alex’s mother had kept dolls in the house for her other grandchildren.

      “Is that your baby?” Madelina asked.

      Letice nodded. “She was in my tummy, like my brother is in your tummy.”

      Madelina smiled at that. “Did you know my mama will be here soon?”

      “She made me not sick.”

      “Aye, she did. I am glad you remember her.” Madelina had not been sure if Letice would be able to remember her parents at all. She was very young, and they had been gone for two months now.

      “She is nice.”

      Madelina rolled to her side carefully, hoping it would not upset her stomach again. She had precious little inside her, and she could not afford to lose any more. “Did you have your supper?” she asked, unsure of what time of day it was. In her weakened state, she slept more than she was awake.

      “No. Papa says we will eat when you wake up.”

      “Well, I seem to be awake.”

      Letice nodded. “Are you going to be better soon?”

      “That is why my mama is coming. She is going to try to help me feel better.” Madelina just needed to hold out until her mother arrived.

      “Oh!” Letice seemed excited by that idea. “I know she can!” She obviously wanted her mama back, and Madelina understood perfectly.

      “Well, let us see if I can get out of bed, and we will go down to supper with Papa.”

      “Wait!” Letice jumped to her feet. “I get Papa!” She ran from the room, and though she was not certain why, Madelina waited where she was.

      A moment later, she was back with Alex. “I told her to come get me when you were ready to go below stairs. I do not think you should waste what little energy you have on the stairs.” He scooped her off the bed, much to Letice’s obvious delight. “And I do not trust you not to fall!”

      “You cannot carry me everywhere for the next seven months,” she protested.

      “Hopefully your mother will be able to help. How long do you think they will stay?” he asked.

      “You are worried about how long my father will be in your house, and the most honest answer I can give is, ‘I do not know.’ Mama will stay as long as she needs to for me to feel better. I do not think they will stay until the babe is born, but they might.”

      He groaned softly. “Your father will blame me for your illness.” He dreaded coming face to face with her father again.

      She laughed. “You did have something to do with me becoming this sick.”

      “Aye, but I did not know you would be this ill.” He deposited her in a chair in the great hall and sat beside her. “Cook made you a broth she is certain your stomach will not object to.”

      “I certainly hope Cook is right. It would be nice for my mother to arrive and for us to be able to tell her I am better.” She seriously doubted the power of Cook’s broth, though. Her mother’s herbs had not worked, and if they did not work, nothing would.

      “That would be my greatest wish—and not just because I do not want your father to be here.”

      She smiled at him, truly understanding his problem with her father. “Mayhap you will find something in common this time other than a mutual love for jousting.”

      “Make certain you have your scarf ready. It may come to that quickly.”

      Ten minutes later, they knew the broth Cook had worked so hard on had not worked for her, and she was back in her bed. “I pray your parents come on winged horses,” he said softly. He was not sure she would live much longer without them. He had never seen someone become so ill from carrying a baby.
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      It was late the next evening when there was a pounding on the front door. When Alex rushed to open the door, he stood face to face with his wife’s father, who still had a look of anger on his face. How could a man stay angry for two months? Would he ever come to grips with Alex being his new son?

      “Come in. Where is your wife?”

      Marina stepped around her husband with a frown. “He bade me to stay behind him in case this was not the right place.” She looked around quickly, taking everything in. “Where is she?”

      “Upstairs. We were not expecting you until the morrow.” Even as he said the words, he said a silent prayer of thanksgiving. They were in time!

      “We left immediately, taking no time to prepare,” Charles said. “Our daughter is ill.”

      “She is very ill.” Alex led them up the stairs and to the first room at the top. “She is sleeping, but feel free to wake her. She will be thrilled to see you both.” He opened the door.

      Marina put her hand on his arm, stopping him from waking her. “I can start healing her in her sleep, and it will be better for her.” She walked over and sat on the side of the bed, her hand hovering over her daughter’s stomach. “She is definitely expecting, and your son seems to be growing well. He is not ill. He is taking the nutrients from her, though.” She looked back at Alex. “Christiana said she had been using the herbs we give to expectant mothers?”

      “Aye, and they have not helped a bit from what I have seen. Cook made a special broth last night, and she could not even keep that down.”

      Marina nodded. “I have seen this before. Mayhap you can show Charles to the room we will have for the next few months.”

      “Months?” Alex gulped. He did not want her parents there for months, but if it meant Madelina’s life, he would gladly allow it. He just hoped he had heard her wrong.

      “I am afraid we will need to stay until the babe is born. I hope this is her only pregnancy that is this bad.” With those words, she closed her eyes and put her hands over her daughter’s stomach, concentrating as hard as she could.

      Alex quietly left the room, taking Charles to the bedchamber he had used as a child, as far from his room with Madelina as possible. It was bad enough that the man was going to have to be a guest in his house for so long; he did not want to have to have a room next to him. “Will this room work for you and Marina?” he asked.

      Charles nodded. “Aye, this will be fine. How long has Madelina been this ill?”

      Alex saw a true concern for his daughter on Charles’s face, and he realized that the man truly loved his daughter. “More than a week. At first, we thought she would be all right, but it just will not stop. She takes all the potions that she knows will help, and she drinks the broth made for her. But she is still not getting better.”

      “Is it possible she is sick as well as carrying the babe?”

      Alex shrugged. “I do not know. She and your wife are healers. Surely one of them would have mentioned that if it were the case.”

      “True.” Charles clapped Alex on the back. “Whatever it is, I am sure Marina can help her. We will be staying here for a long time, but at least our daughter will be well.”

      “Aye, that is what we really care about.” Alex studied the man who had seemed to hate him. “Are you hungry? I can have Cook make something.”

      Charles nodded. “Marina was not letting me stop for regular meals. We made the trip much faster than we probably should have.”

      “All right. I will go have something made for you, and they can bring a tray up for Marina.” Alex paused on his way out the door. “Thank you for coming to help her. I was afraid she would not make it.”

      “Now that Marina is here, she will be fine.”

      Alex descended the stairs, feeling that a huge weight had been lifted off his shoulders. His wife would be fine now that her mother was there. There was no doubt in his mind.
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      When Madelina woke the following morning, she was able to sit up more easily. Her stomach still rocked a bit, but it did not go beyond that. She looked over to see if Alex was still there, but instead saw her mother sleeping beside her. “Mama?”

      Marina sat up, her hand immediately going to hover over her daughter’s stomach, assessing her. “You were very ill. Much worse than you told your aunt about.”

      “I am sorry. I did my best to express how bad it was, but I was so weak and tired.” Madelina shook her head. “I am feeling slightly better this morning.”

      “Good.  I healed you while you slept. We are staying until the babe is born. There is no choice. You are going to need some healing every day. I think at first you will need some before every meal. This is much worse than I have ever seen.” Marina reached over to hug her daughter. “Now lie flat and let me heal you. I want you to break the fast immediately.”

      Madelina reclined onto her back. “I would dearly love to be able to keep some food inside me.”

      Marina worked on her for a full ten minutes before nodding. “I think you are ready to try something. We will start with broth.”

      “I think that is wise.” Madelina rolled to her side and put her feet on the floor. “I have been so weak, Alex has been carrying me up and down the stairs.”

      “I think that should continue for at least another day or two. I am afraid you will become lightheaded from lack of food on the stairs and fall. That is my grandson you are carrying.”

      “Could you tell that it was a boy?”

      Marina nodded. “Aye, it is definitely a boy. Not that anyone expected anything different.” She got out of bed, still wearing the traveling dress she had ridden to the castle in. “I will go and fetch Alex to carry you down the stairs. Please do not attempt it on your own.”

      “I will not, Mama. I do not want this baby harmed any more than you do.” After her mother had left the room, Madelina took a deep breath. She did not feel like she would be sick, but it was hard to tell. She did feel too weak to try to stand on her own.

      Alex walked into the room a moment later, scooping her up in his arms. “Are you ready to break your fast?”

      “Mother says I may only have broth.”

      “She told me that last night. I have informed Cook to always have some ready for you.” He carried her down the stairs as if she weighed nothing. “I do think you weigh less than you did before you were expecting my child. I do not think it is supposed to work that way.” Once he set her in a chair, he rubbed at the wound on his chest.

      Madelina frowned. “Does carrying me pull at your injury?”

      He shrugged. “Just a bit. It is mostly healed.”

      “Mother,” she said to someone behind his back. “Alex was cut the day after we arrived here. He is still in some pain from the injury. Would you mind?” It was good to be able to call on her mother for these things again.

      Marina shook her head. “Where?”

      “It is nothing.”

      “Where?” Marina was obviously not going to back down. She came from a long line of strong women, and she was used to getting her way.

      “My left shoulder,” Alex finally said.

      Marina hovered her hands over the shoulder and closed her eyes. “There. It was still not quite healed, but my daughter did a good job on it. You used the right herbs.” She smiled at Madelina with pride. “You paid attention to all I taught you.”

      “Of course, I did!” Madelina thanked Cook for setting her broth in front of her. “I appreciate you going to extra effort for just me.”

      “Not just you, milady. You and the babe you carry.” Cook hurried back out of the room. She was a woman of few words, and that was a long speech for her.

      Madelina sniffed deeply of the broth, making sure the smell would not upset her stomach, before she took a spoonful. She did not notice when the others sat around her and began eating as well. When the bowl was empty, she pushed it away and patted her stomach. “I think it worked, Mama.”

      “For this meal. We are going to be healing your stomach before every meal, hoping that enough food will stay inside you that you can grow. Every bite taken and kept down will be rejoiced over. The baby is fine, but you are not. You look like you have lost all of your flesh. You are just bones now.” Marina pushed her own plate away. “I want you to either spend the day in bed again or in the sitting room. Which would you prefer?”

      “I am tired of being in bed. Can we go to the sitting room?”

      “Absolutely.” Marina nodded to Alex, who carried her to the sitting room. Once she was there, ensconced on the window seat, Marina sat across from her in a chair. “How do you like your home?” she asked. “It is not as big as ours.”

      “I do like it. Oh! And before I forget. Alex’s oldest brother will be coming with his son soon. He wants you to heal him. He was born with one of his legs deformed.”

      Marina nodded. “I can do that. It is hard to believe I will be without my sisters for so long. When you feel well enough, you will have to take me to the spot where you can talk to Christiana, so I can let her know we are all right.”

      “The men could do that today, if you would like. Alex knows where it is now because he had to take me there.”

      “I would like that very much. Christiana and Eva will worry until they receive a report from us.” Marina got up and hurried out of the room. When she came back a few minutes later, she had Letice with her. “They are heading out now.”

      “Oh good. I knew they would not mind. What is the news from home?”

      As her mother filled her in on the happenings back at her uncle’s home, she realized that she was no longer as homesick as she had been at first. She did not wake up every morning wanting to ride to where she could contact her aunt because she was content. She had her daughter, her husband, and she was carrying a son. All was right with her world.

      “Roland and Christiana’s eldest is finally moving back home. He found a bride in France and brought her home with him.”

      “Did he bring home the fortune he dreamed of?” Madelina asked. She knew that her cousin was set to inherit the castle, and he would continue on the family name.

      “He did. He was very pleased with the amount he earned while he was hiring himself out. His little bride is sweet, but she does not speak English at all, so we are all speaking French all the time. I think Hugh secretly loves it.”

      “I am sure he does. Someone who will listen to him play his lute.” Madelina looked up when someone stood in the doorway of the sitting room. “Philip, I was wondering if you would come today. This is my mother, Marina. Mama, this is Alex’s brother, Philip.”

      Philip nodded to her mother. “It is nice to meet you. Did Madelina tell you why I was coming?”

      “Aye, she did. I would love to meet your son.”

      He stepped aside and nodded to a small woman with sad eyes. “This is my wife, Sarah. Our son Joseph is coming as well.”

      Marina got to her feet, walking close to Sarah. “Are you all right?”

      Sarah nodded. “I will be fine.”

      Unwilling to believe her, Marina hovered her hand over the woman’s shoulder in a gesture Madelina recognized as her scanning Sarah’s body for illness. “Are you having stomach pains?”

      Sarah nodded, a tear escaping her eye. “For months, but the leeches did not help.”

      Marina wrinkled her nose. “I am not a fan of leeches. May I?”

      “You wish to heal me? But my son is the one we brought for help.”

      “I can help you both. You are worth just as much as your son is.” Marina had taught Madelina that many women did not believe they were worthy of being healed, thinking they were only good as vessels for babies.

      Joseph walked into the room then, dragging his leg badly. Marina looked at him for a moment. “Are you in pain?”

      Joseph shook his head. “No, I just cannot walk properly.”

      “Then would you sit with your aunt Madelina on the window seat while I see to your mother?” Marina smiled at the boy, hoping he would know he would be helped soon, too. She had to help the person who was most in danger first.

      Philip frowned at Marina. “Is she ill?”

      Marina nodded. “She is very ill. I think something inside her is about to rupture, and it could cost her life. I would like to get it fixed before I move on to Joseph.”

      Philip hurried to his wife’s side. “You have not said the pain continued. I thought the leeches fixed it.”

      “No, but I did not want to complain.” Sarah smiled at her husband. “I was more worried about Joseph’s leg.”

      “I am more worried about you living!” Philip nodded to Marina. “Please help her.”

      “Of course.” Marina moved her hands to the woman’s abdomen and closed her eyes. It took just a moment before she opened them again. “All fixed. If it starts again, have Madelina let me know. It only takes a moment.”

      Sarah smiled up at her husband. “The pain is gone! ’Tis truly a marvelous power she has!”

      Marina smiled. “Now, let me get a good look at that leg, young man.” She squatted on the floor in front of Joseph and put her hand on his leg, assessing the damage. “One of his bones has grown sideways. I can fix it, but it would be a painful process. Are you sure you want that?”

      Joseph nodded. “I want to be able to run and play with my friends.”

      “I think this would be better done on a bed,” Marina said softly. “This type of injury, because he is had it since birth, is harder to heal and a great deal more painful. He was made this way, so healing him is almost against the natural order of things. I can do it, but I worry about the pain it will cause him.” She looked at Sarah and Philip. “Would the two of you be willing to come up and help?”

      “What can we do to help?” Philip asked. He looked over at his son, who looked excited and not like he was dreading the process at all.

      “You can hold his hands and let him know you love him.” Marina turned to her daughter. “You are to stay here. No moving. Do you understand me?”

      Letice sat down beside her mama. “I will not let her go anywhere.” She took her mother’s hand and smiled.

      “Good girl!”

      Marina led the way up the stairs, finding an empty room. “How about this room?” she asked.

      Philip shook his head. “I think he will do better in my boyhood bedchamber.”

      “You lead the way then,” Marina said, obviously willing to do everything she could to make the boy more comfortable.

      Thirty minutes later, the four of them traipsed back down the stairs and into the sitting room where Madelina waited. She looked at Joseph. “How is your leg?”

      Joseph jumped up and down repeatedly. “It works!”

      Madelina looked at her mother. “Are you all right, Mother?”

      “I am fine, but I will need a quick nap before lunch.” Madelina immediately understood that to mean before she could heal her again.

      “Do you need help? Or are you really all right?” Madelina knew that before their powers had been enhanced, her mother and her sisters had often lapsed into twelve hours of sleep after a particularly difficult healing, waking and feeling as if they had slept much longer. They would have to eat great quantities of food to regain their abilities again.

      “After a short nap, I will be just fine.”

      Madelina nodded. “I will wait here then.”

      Marina took her leave and left to climb the stairs to one of the rooms there.

      Philip frowned at Madelina. “Does it hurt your mother to use her power?”

      “It does not cause her physical pain, but it drains her. She has already done four healings today and the fourth was particularly difficult.” She had heard Joseph yell with the pain, but he seemed so happy now. She was pleased her mother had taken the time to help the boy and his mother. “She will need to sleep for a short while before she can heal anyone again, and right now, she is healing me before each meal.”

      Sarah frowned. “We did not mean to hurt her!”

      “You do not understand,” Madelina said softly, trying to help them see what her mother was like. “Mother cannot abide seeing people in pain. Because Joseph was not in pain, she left whether or not he wanted to be healed up to him. You were in pain, so she wanted to fix you. She would not have it any other way.”

      “I see.” Sarah shook her head. “We are going to stay with you and make sure you are all right until she wakes up. We saw your father and Alex leaving when we arrived. You do not need to be alone with just the servants while you are so ill.”

      “I actually am doing much better today. I kept down my meal this morning, and that is the first meal in weeks.” Madelina put her arm around Letice, who was sitting as close to her as she could. “Have you met my daughter, Letice? Alex found her before he came to my home, and Mother healed her.”

      Joseph looked over at Letice. “I am your cousin.”

      Letice just looked at him with wide eyes.

      “I have lots of sisters, too. How old are you?” he asked.

      Letice frowned, but she held up three fingers.

      “I have a sister who is three. I think you two will be good friends.” Joseph looked at his mother. “We should bring Avice over for Letice to play with.”

      Philip nodded. “We will do that soon. I do not want to impose on them right now while Madelina is expecting. She is pretty sick.”

      Madelina frowned. “I tell you what. Give it a month, and I am sure I will be able to walk around and do more things. Come then, and we will be thrilled to have you.” A month was really much longer than she expected it to take her mother to get her back to herself. Part of the problem was that she needed nourishment to heal as well.

      Sarah nodded. “We’d like that. I have four girls and Joseph. With Philip’s family being what it is, I guess I thought I would have all sons, but only one so far.”

      “Do you want more children?” Madelina asked. She knew some women did not particularly want a houseful like she did. Not that it mattered how many she wanted. She was obviously having seven sons. No more and no less.

      “I do. I would like to have another boy or two,” Sarah said.

      “Will you three please stay for the noon meal? I can have Cook make extra.” Madelina wanted to get to know this new sister of hers.

      Philip shook his head. “I think we have already imposed on you enough just by having your mother heal us.”

      “We really would not mind . . .”

      “No, we will be on our way, but we will take you up on your offer of returning in a month. I think you and Sarah would be friends, and I would like for Avice and Letice to become close.”

      Madelina nodded. “That would make me very happy. I know she is looking forward to when her brothers are born so she will not be the only child.”

      Charles and Alex returned then. “Where is Marina?” Charles asked, obviously concerned.

      “She did some healing this morning, and she wanted to rest before she had to heal me again at lunchtime. I think this is going to be a difficult time for her.” Madelina hated to admit to her father that she had caused her mother to exhaust herself.

      “She is not . . . ?” he asked, obviously concerned.

      “Not at all. She said she would like to nap before lunch, and she climbed the stairs of her own power.” Madelina immediately understood that he was worried she had worn herself out like she used to before her powers were enhanced shortly after they wed. The three sisters had always helped one another by boosting each other’s powers when there was a big task ahead of them.

      He nodded. “I think I will go check on her anyway. I want to be certain.”

      Madelina smiled and nodded. She understood completely. Her parents were linked in a way very few couples were because they had fought off the worst evil that had been seen in the world in their very early marriage.

      Philip stood. “We are going to leave for our home. We will come back in a month as we said. Thank your mother again.”

      Alex looked over at Joseph. “How’s the leg?”

      Joseph stood up and walked to his uncle. “Look!” The boy was obviously very excited to have his leg fixed.

      Alex squatted down to get a good look at the leg. His knee had been turned completely outward the last time he had seen him. “That is amazing. A true miracle.” Alex looked at his brother and smiled. “I am happy for your whole family.”

      Philip led his small family out of the castle, and Alex sat down. “How are you feeling? Did you keep your food down?” He had been happy to talk to his brother and his nephew, but his real concern was his wife.

      She nodded with a smile. “I did. Mama is going to heal me a little bit before each meal, so that I can continue keeping food down.”

      “Sarah looked better than I have seen her in years. She must be doing something right.”

      “Mama healed her, too. There was something about to rupture inside her.”

      “No wonder she needed to sleep for a while. She worked on you this morning, too. She is going to be exhausted.” Alex shook his head. “Should she do so much all at once?”

      Madelina laughed. “Can you imagine trying to stop her? You think I am headstrong, but you have never fought with my mother about her powers. She would kill herself healing others if that is what it took.”

      “Well, at least I know you come by your defiance naturally.”

      “I come from a long line of women of power. How do you think women of power would take to being told to sit down and be quiet? I am afraid we are not known for our docile natures. Mother even tells stories of her mother, who was powerless, and she hid the three of them and had them work on their powers. Mama did not discover her power under she was six or so. The others had been practicing their powers since birth.”

      “So, she came into her powers late?” Alex asked with surprise. Marina was so adept at healing, it was hard to believe she had not done it from a very young age.

      “You know, I am not sure. I think mayhap she just did not know she had the power, so she had never tried to use it. I only know that Aunt Christiana once cut her own hand so Mama could practice healing. After that, their mother made sure they were brought peasants to heal whenever possible.”

      “And their mother had no power? How was that?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I just know she was powerless, but their grandmother had told their mother a story every night that she then told them. That story told what they needed to do with a man who sought to rule the world.”

      “I cannot imagine your mother fighting anyone or using violence.”

      Madelina smiled. “She could not. She healed his heart instead.”

      Alex stared at her for a moment, and then a slow smile spread across his lips. “A brilliant woman indeed.”
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      It took a full two weeks before Madelina’s mother thought Madelina was strong enough to go up and down the stairs on her own. It was another month after that before she lost the gaunt, underfed look. Throughout it all, her belly continued to grow.

      A month before she was due, Madelina sat down with her mother and discussed whether she needed to stay longer. Madelina had finally stopped losing her meals and no longer needed to be healed before she could eat, but it had only stopped in the last week or so.

      “I hate that you have already stayed so long,” Madelina said. “It is nice to see Alex and Papa getting along so well, and Letice has grown very attached to both of you, but I think you could leave now if you wanted to return home. You are welcome here, of course, but I am thinking about how you feel.”

      “We are staying until the baby comes,” Marina told her. “We have already been here for six months. What is one more? And I want to be sure you and the babe are all right before we journey back home.”

      “I love that you have worked with Letice on her riding. She is going to be the best big sister seven little boys ever had.”

      Marina smiled. “Aye, I do believe she is. Are you getting nervous about the birth?”

      Madelina shook her head. “I am not. Now that I am not upset to my stomach, I am enjoying being pregnant. Well, I would like to not be quite so large, but I know that will happen eventually.”

      “Too many women die in childbirth for me to be willing to go home. I will be right beside you for this birth and all the others. I am not sure why you were afflicted so during your pregnancy, but I will not allow you to go through another minute of this alone.”

      “Are you going to move in with each of my pregnancies?” Madelina asked with a grin.

      “If I need to, I will. I will not lose my daughter for anything.” Marina reached out and squeezed Madelina’s hand.
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      As she got closer and closer to her due date, Madelina realized she was happy. She had a sweet child, parents who loved her, and she loved her husband a great deal. He had never told her he loved her, and she had never said the words, but she was sure he knew how she felt.

      She just wished she knew how he felt. He had never given her an inkling of his feelings other than talking to her about how excited he was about the birth of the babe. Being happy about getting a son and feeling love for his wife were two very different things in her opinion.

      Every afternoon, they would walk around the area. Her mother felt that a woman who was soon to give birth—especially one who had been so inactive at the beginning of her pregnancy—needed to be very active leading up until she had the baby. She felt that women trained in much the same way knights did, but their battles were very different.

      “I am glad you are getting along so well with my father now. At first, I thought the two of you would always hate each other,” she said as they walked through the garden. It was early May, and the flowers were in bloom. Madelina and her mother had taken over just a corner of the flower garden for their medicinal herbs. The garden was huge, though, so it was still beautiful.

      “We have come to an agreement. Because we both love you so much, and we know it is easier if we get along, we have made a real effort. Besides, he is excited to be a grandfather again, and he knows to see the grandchildren, he has to come through me.”

      Madelina looked at him in surprise. “Wait . . . you love me? Why have you never said so?”

      He frowned at her. “Why do you think I was in such a hurry to marry you?”

      “Because you wanted to bed me, of course.”

      “Well, that too,” he said with a grin. “But I wanted to bed you because I loved you so much.”

      “I wish you would said something sooner . . .”

      “I thought you knew! Why else would I let your parents stay here for six months straight? Why else would I allow you to bring home a child who was not either of ours? Why else would I dote on you every day and put up with your constant headstrong ways?”

      She smiled, stopping there and turning to him. “I love you, too.”

      “I know.”

      “How?” she asked. She had thought her declaration would please him, and his simple, “I know” was a bit offensive.

      “How do I know? Because you smile at me every day. You make sure you at least make an appearance of being obedient before you go off and do whatever you want.” He shook his head. “I really thought when I married you that you would be obedient. I guess I lost my mind!”

      “I am as obedient as I can be.” She grinned, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I am glad you came to me with a letter from your father and a little girl who needed to be healed.”

      “So am I. And I am glad we have almost got your first pregnancy out of the way. Do you think your parents will feel the need to live here for all seven of them?”

      She shrugged. “I think they just might. From what your mother told me, though, I should plan on having all seven boys within ten years. Then they can go back and live with Uncle Roland.”

      He groaned. “I thought they would just come for one week to make you better . . .”

      She laughed. “I am still alive and so is the babe. Mother will not leave until she knows that is going to continue.”

      Leaning down, he kissed her softly. “I love you, wife. I love you so much.”

      “And I love you!”
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      Three nights later in the middle of the night, Madelina woke with a cramp in her side. She lay there for a while and realized that the cramp was coming and going . . . every few minutes.

      She reached over and woke Alex. “You need to get my mother. We are going to have a baby.” She felt the excitement and dread run through her in equal measures. With as difficult as her pregnancy had been, surely the birthing would be even harder.

      He sat up straight, his eyes wild by the light of the moon streaming in through the only window in the room. “Baby?”

      “Aye, baby! Now get my mama!” The man could move so fast when he wanted to, but now that she needed him to, he sat there dazed.

      After all the trouble she had had with her pregnancy, she had expected a long and difficult labor, but truly it was short and easy. She was sure the easy was her mother’s constant healing of her, and the short . . . well, mayhap the short was God’s way of trying to make up for how difficult her early pregnancy had been.

      It was six short hours later when Marina led Alex and Charles into the room to meet the babe in Madelina’s arms. “This is Thomas,” Madelina said, a smile bright on her face.

      Alex sat carefully beside her on the bed, reaching down a finger to trace the baby’s cheek. “Thomas.”

      They all stood and stared at him for a minute as if they expected him to do something miraculous, and then Madelina laughed. “It is not like he is going to jump up and run about the room! Give him time!”

      That night, Alex and Madelina lay together in bed, and Alex pulled her close. “It is nice to hold only you again and not the huge lump that was my son.”

      “It is nice to only be me again. I was starting to think I would be the size of a house forever.” It felt strange to not have her child living inside her any longer, but not so strange that she was not happy to breathe only for herself.

      “You were still one of the smallest pregnant women I had ever seen.” He sighed contentedly. “Do you think we can go through this six more times?”

      “I really do not see that we have a choice!” She smiled at him. “The babe makes it all worth it, though, does he not?”

      “He does. My firstborn son.”

      “I will be so relieved when it is our seventh born.”

      “Do you regret marrying into a family where you would be required to have seven sons?” he asked, concerned.

      “Not at all. I am just glad I have my mother so she can keep me healthy as I give birth . . .” Madelina snuggled close to him, closing her eyes. “I love you, Alex.”

      “And I love you, Lina.”
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      Madelina pulled the baby from her breast and laid him in the middle of her bed. Her seventh son, Robert, was her easiest child so far. He slept through the night. He was content to not be held. He waited while she dealt with his siblings when necessary. The child was practically perfect.

      She set her gown to rights and walked across the room to pick up his blanket that had somehow ended up on a table instead of in bed with him. Somehow meant that Letice had brought him to her. She was the big sister they had known she would be. Already she was learning to be a good healer, and she was only thirteen.

      Just as she bent down to pick up the blanket, it flew through the air to the baby and covered him up perfectly.

      Madelina sat down on the edge of the bed, staring at the baby. “Did you do that?” They had once joked that mayhap the boys would get some of her power, but they had never actually expected it!

      She pulled the blanket off of him, put it on the foot of the bed, and looked at the baby again. Sure enough, he gave one little kick, and the blanket flew to cover him up.

      She ran to the door. “Letice! Get your father! Now!” Then she returned to the baby and took his blanket away again.

      Once again, he gave a little kick and grinned at her, the blanket landing on him just how he liked it. “You, my son, are going to surprise everyone. I had no idea you could do that!”

      Robert just grinned at her, obviously proud of what he had done.

      Alex threw open the door, looking at her. “Letice said something was wrong!”

      Madelina shook her head. “No, not wrong, but close the door. I want you to see something.” She felt a little thrill run through her as she thought about his reaction to what the baby would do.

      He closed the door and stood next to her, looking down at the baby. “What do you want me to see? He looks just as he did an hour ago.”

      “He does. But an hour ago he was not doing this.” She took the blanket off Robert and put it at the foot of the bed.

      Robert did not hesitate. He kicked and gave a little smirk, and the blanket settled over him again.

      Alex stared down at him for a moment, and then he sat down, too. “Did you do that?” he asked Madelina.

      “You know I do not have that power. This is a power I have never seen!” She tugged the blanket to the foot of the bed once more, and this time the baby giggled as he kicked and the blanket fell onto him again.

      “We joked that the seventh son might inherit powers like your family, but . . . I never thought it could happen.” Alex shook his head. “Did you think it could happen?”

      “I did not. I just hoped my granddaughters would have powers.” She smiled at her husband. “At least we know he will never be cold.”

      “I hope he does not get hungry in the night and try to bring you to him!”

      She laughed. “I do not know how that would go over . . .” She turned to him. “We must ride out and tell Aunt Christiana. The whole family will be so excited! There is never been a male with powers!”

      “It is time then. Mayhap he will be able to get his wife to behave.”

      She giggled. “I certainly would not count on it!”
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