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        Aboard the French corvette Insouciance

        Enroute to Portsmouth, England

        November 2, 1811

      

      The French had a word for it, of course, being the French and the damned enemy, though they were only a day’s sail away across the Channel. The coup de foudre they called it—the stroke of lightning, the moment of force when everything changed.

      Everything had changed the first moment Matthew Kent had seen her, the long tall girl striding along the quay in the chilly dawn light. Though it had been more than a month ago, he remembered it as if it were that very morning—the air had crackled with charges of energy that had made it hard to breathe, his vision had sharpened and gone fuzzy at the edges all at the same time, and his legs had felt suddenly unsteady, as if he had stepped ashore for the first time in weeks, instead of in days. As if he had been struck by lightning.

      The coup de foudre—love at first sight.

      Which was impossible, of course.

      He was Captain Matthew Kent, son of a proud, ambitious seafaring family, who had given ten and seven years to the Royal Navy—he had dodged bullets, won battles, and put damn Frenchmen to rout. He was a Post Captain of His Majesty’s Royal Navy, damn his eyes, not some weak-kneed landsman who’d never seen a lass before.

      But he had been strangely vulnerable to her, the long, tall clever lass—the coast of Cornwall was a devilish lonely place. And it had been a hell of a thing for a man of his caliber to be so bloody becalmed, set down in punishment for his sins by the Admiralty to sailing a fishing boat instead of a ship, when he ought to have been in command of a frigate, prowling the West Indies station like his father before him, taking corvettes and making his fortune.

      But he’d always had the devil’s own luck, and damned if he hadn’t taken a bloody French corvette right there in Bocka Morrow, along the cliffs under Castle Keyvnor. With the lass’s help he had saved the country from the threat of invasion, routed a traitor, and commanded the man responsible for the explosion that had destroyed all the munitions and materiel Napoleon had smuggled into England to provision his invading Grand Armée.

      That Matthew had also, in the course of such heroism, kissed that long tall lass, was not recorded in his report to the Admiralty. The less said about her the better, because she was a smuggler, the brains behind the whole of the operation, and the Admiralty did not think highly of smugglers.

      Nor could he.

      It did not matter that he had fallen in love with her.

      Devil take him, but love wouldn’t reward him the way the Admiralty would—a command was his for the asking. All he had to do was write his reports, recommend his crew for promotions, and sail the French prize back to Portsmouth for adjudication. And leave the lass behind.

      But he’d always known the long tall lass was tinder to the bonfire of his ambitions—one more spark, one more misdeed, one more kiss, and his career would go up in flames. If he didn’t want to lose all he held dear—family, service, duty and honor—he had to leave her.

      It was a devilish good thing he had been at sea long enough to know how to weather the storm—how to get struck by lightning and still survive.
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        Village of Bocka Morrow,

        Coast of Cornwall

        November 3, 1811

      

      Tressa Teague felt burnt to a cinder, as if everything inside her had been turned to ash, and all happiness had gone up in flames with the illicit cargo in Black Cove—she could almost smell the black smoke on the bitter winter wind even now, nigh on a month later, when she sat drinking tea with her mother and sister in the drafty vicarage at the top of the hill.

      She ought to be happy, she really ought. It wasn’t every day that one’s sister became engaged to be married to a lord. And after everything sweet Nessa had been through, it was only right that she finally got Captain Lord Harry Beck as her reward. After all, he was Nessa’s one true love.

      “Engaged!” her mother cried again and again. “And to a lord! Nessa shall be a lady,” she continued to remind each of them present—as if they might forget such a thing. “Such a boon, such blessedly good fortune at last.”

      “Good fortune that Lord Harry is also your heart’s desire.” Tressa kissed her sister’s blushing cheek in congratulations. “I always knew if anyone could win their one true love, it would be you.”

      Nessa smiled, radiant with happiness. “And you?”

      “Oh, no. I have no heart, so how could I ever have my heart’s desire?” Tressa made her tone light and joking for her sister’s sake, but the words were like a splinter driven deep into her flesh—a hurt she couldn’t hope to extract without causing even more damage.

      And so she would leave it be, and set her heart to turn to stone.

      She would have no more of unreasoning love, which seemed a volatile, alchemical mixture of attraction, determination and happenstance, wherein the determination was more important than the attraction. Love might not start without attraction, but it would not last without determination.

      And if a man had none—well, there was nothing she could so about that.

      She refused to be heartbroken—she refused to let any person change her own determination. If he had seen fit to sacrifice her affections on the bonfire of his ambitions, well, she had ambitions, too. And the time had come to pursue them.

      But ambition for something other than a husband was unheard of in Bocka Morrow. Tressa wanted more than the limited power her mother held in their household, and she knew she would not be happy mothering up a brood of children the way her sister would. Harry was Nessa’s world, and as long as they were together, whether it was a house in Bocka Morrow, or in the captain’s quarters on a ship, Nessa would be happy.

      But Tressa feared that even if she were in the captain’s quarters on some sea-going ship, she wouldn’t be happy unless she were the captain. Unless she were the one in control of her own destiny.

      The man, as it were, in charge.

      Instead, she was the daughter of the vicar of Bocka Morrow, and as such was expected to be nothing but kindness and light. But she wasn’t feeling particularly charitable. Or even Christian. In fact, she had never before had such an ardent desire to knock heads together.

      Just one head in particular, though some of the others in this excuse for a village could also stand with a good shaking up. It wasn’t charity that was lacking in her world, but justice.

      Yes. Being filled with righteous anger was far better than the alternative—being heartbroken. It was anger that heated her throat to a raw ache, and rage that stung, salty and hot behind her eyes.

      “But I thought that you and Captain Kent…” Nessa ventured.

      “No. You were wrong. I was wrong.” Tressa forced herself to smile over her hurt as she drew her sister’s arm through hers. “But we will speak of him no more, for it is your day, and your triumph. I will allow nothing to dim your happiness.”

      Nessa looked at her with a terrible combination of pity and relief, but said nothing more. 		No one liked to say anything or contradict Tressa in any way. No one ever did.

      Because Tressa Teague was different. She was not nice.

      Not quiet or obedient or modest or anything a vicar’s daughter was meant to be.

      She was independent, irreverent, and unconventional. She read Wollstonecraft and Wilberforce and De Re Militari by the Roman, Publius Flavius Vegetius Renatus, sneaked from her father’s study when he wasn’t paying attention—which was always.

      She was difficult.

      Everyone said so. Even Nessa, who drank so deeply of the milk of human kindness Tressa feared she would drown, would acknowledge that her younger sister was not a girl who suffered fools gladly.

      And evidently, fools suffered her even less.

      Because Captain Matthew Kent was a fool if he thought he could come to Bocka Morrow and charm her off her feet, and leave her broken-hearted.

      But leave her he did.

      It was going to be a nasty, long, cold winter.
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        Cliff House,

        Falmouth, England

        November 16, 1811

      

      The letter from the Admiralty arrived at his family’s home on the afternoon post—in consequence of the successful action against the smugglers off the coast of Cornwall, it was the Lord High Admiral’s pleasure to post Captain Matthew Kent to the West Indies, where he would take over his father’s former position, and become the youngest captain ever to command that squadron.

      He was once again Captain Matthew Kent in name and in posting. The advancement was a boon to his career, and a balm to his savaged pride. It really was as his father, the esteemed Captain Sir Alexander Kent had always said—“If you succeed, no question will be asked—but if you fail, no explanation will ever be enough.”

      No questions about Bocka Morrow and Black Cove had been asked. Not even by his family, who simply accepted his success as a forgone conclusion, and not the product of toil and worry and the devil’s own luck.

      And the help of one long, tall, perspicacious lass.

      “I understand congratulations are in order, Matts.” His brother Owen and Owen’s petite, vivacious wife Grace greeted Matthew’s late entrance into breakfast. “West Indies Squadron—you’ll take over from Father there.”

      “I am very pleased,” was Matthew’s measured response. It wouldn’t do to blow one’s own trumpet too loudly—his brothers would twit him unmercifully for anything they deemed braggartish.

      “Taking a French corvette in Cornwall,” Owen chuckled. “Who’d have thought it?”

      The long, tall girl had thought it. Without her superior brain and attention to detail, he might still be stuck twiddling his thumbs in Bocka Morrow’s harbor while Napoleon’s English agent ran loose, wreaking havoc about the countryside.

      Yet Matthew had not mentioned her assistance in his reports to the Admiralty. Nor had he so much as spoken Tressa Teague’s name among his family.

      But there, he had finally said her name—Tressa Teague, third and last daughter of Reverend Teague, vicar of Bocka Morrow. Tressa Teague, with her slanted, sleepy eyes that made her look like a cat in a sunbeam, but who was the brilliant, steady brains behind the smuggling operations in Bocka Morrow, damn his eyes if she wasn’t. It was she who had discovered the traitor in their midst, she who had offered Matthew her intimate knowledge of the smuggling operation in order to root out the treason. Without her, Matthew never would have been able to identify the disloyal local curate as the traitor who very nearly succeeded in aiding and abetting Napoleon’s planned invasion of their island fortress.

      “And how did you find Bocka Morrow, Matthew?” Grace was asking. “I ask because the village is gaining something of a reputation as quite the place to make a match. There have been something like eight or nine betrothals or marriages in the last month alone—our friend Lord Harry Beck included.”

      The betrothal was no surprise to him—Becks had been well and truly smitten. But Matthew was still keeping his guns bowsed up tight behind his port-lids, not giving the game away to Grace, who had both an uncanny intuition and an imagination that traveled in galloping leaps and bounds.

      He made his voice everything easy and interested. “Becks is betrothed, is he? To one of the intriguing Teague girls I’ve no doubt. Nessa, is it?” He also had no doubt as to which one it was—Matthew was quite sure he had personally kept sleepy-eyed Tressa Teague too occupied to intrigue anyone else.

      “How do I know that name—Teague?” Owen asked.

      “Because of Richard,” Grace answered promptly. “It was to the Reverend Teague in Bocka Morrow that Richard went to study theology when he ran away from the navy.”

      Matthew was stunned into silence—he had not known Richard had lived there, in that town, in that house, with Tressa Teague. Damn, damn, damn his eyes for somehow having missed that information.

      “Devil take him, yes!” Owen slapped his plan flat on the table. “Still not sure if I’ve forgiven him for that—Richard, that is, not this Reverend Teague.”

      “My darling, if sweet Sally has forgiven Richard, then you must have done with spleen as well,” Grace instructed her husband. “But you are diverting me from the salient bit of information in Matthew’s speech, which was ‘the intriguing Teague girls.’ More than one, I take it, dear Matthew?”

      Damn Grace’s perceptive eyes and ears—it was impossible to lie to her.

      Matthew settled for as little of the truth as possible. “Oh, aye.” He made his voice everything casual.

      But Grace was not having it. “I don’t recall any mention of local ladies in the report you dictated to me to send to the Admiralty.” She gave him a quizzical smile, but her almond-shaped eyes were keen with assessment.

      “Aye. Thank you for writing them in your clear and elegant hand—you know my penmanship is rubbish.”

      “Yes. How interesting.” Grace had turned away from reading him like a bloody book, and was reading the calling card Mrs. Jenkins, the housekeeper, brought in. “And, I think, about to get more interesting. For here is our Captain Lord Harry himself to visit us. Show Captain Beck in, Mrs. Jenkins, do.”

      “Becks!” Matthew rose to greet his friend and former shipmate as if his chest weren’t suddenly tight with apprehension. “What brings you to Falmouth?”

      “You,” Becks was full of cheerful openness. “And a wedding.”

      “Yours, I hope?” Matthew joked as a stop against his cravat getting any tighter.

      “Indeed. Miss Nessa Teague has agreed to make me the happiest man in the world. You may wish me happy.”

      “I certainly do wish you happy, though I suspected as much.” He shook Becks’s hand. “And you certainly covered a lot of ground in that cave.”

      That Matthew had also done some covering of the same ground in that very same cave during a smuggling operation was a topic not to be mentioned—especially in front of Grace, who seemed able to smell a romance the way a terrier scented a rat.

      “You’ll come, of course, to the wedding to stand up for me?” Harry was asking. “It wouldn’t feel right otherwise.”

      A unfamiliar feeling—something close to panic, judging from the way his heart lurched about in his chest like a sailor on a shore drunk—squeezed up his chest at the thought of having to return to Bocka Morrow. “Are you sure? Surely you have brothers enough to see to the thing?”

      Harry winced up one eye. “My brothers are not like yours, Matts—they don’t understand. They have no conception of what our lives are like in the navy—how hard it is to be injured and away from service, but also relieved. They can’t fathom why I’m near bored to death, but so damned pleased to be so.”

      “Not bored with your bride I hope?” Matthew steered the conversation from the uncomfortable turn it was taking.

      “Bride-to-be—in one week’s time. The banns will be read the third and final time by the vicar this Sunday, and we’ll marry just as soon as may be after that.” When Matthew said nothing, he went on. “Please say you’ll come, Kent. I know you’re anxious to be off to the West Indies just as soon as your ship is fitted out, but it would mean the world to me if you would consent to come.”

      “How can you refuse such a pretty invitation?” Grace asked with a smile.

      There was nothing for it, of course, except to damn his pride and his promise to stay away from Bocka Morrow and long tall, irresistible Tressa Teague. “When you beg like that, I suppose there is no way for me to refuse. When must I go?”

      “Immediately—I’ll convey you back to Bocka Morrow myself in my father’s traveling coach. It’s well sprung and plush, Matts. I intend for us to go out in style.”

      If he had to go out, Matthew reckoned there was no damn better way to go, than in style. “Lay on, Becks. Lay on.”
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        Village of Bocka Morrow,

        Coast of Cornwall

        November 23, 1811

      

      Oh, heaven help her. He was here—Captain Matthew Kent was standing in the vestry of St. David’s, not twelve feet from her.

      Tressa’s heart slipped and tripped like a maiden aunty drunk on too much elderberry cordial—she had to grip the back of a choir pew to steady herself.

      Why had he come? But more to the point, why had no one told her he was coming? And how was it possible that was he standing in the vestry of the church with Papa and Lord Harry, looking for all the world as windswept and gallant as if he had just walked off a quarterdeck in his blue naval dress uniform?

      She’d known he was a naval officer, of course—she had easily picked out his military bearing even when he had been disguised as a fisherman—but she’d never seen him in anything but knitted wool jumpers and that battered old sea coat he had worn even when commanding his lugger against the French corvette in Black Cove.

      But the contrast of the dark blue coat and the flaming red of his ginger hair was so brilliant it near hurt her eyes to look at him. To say nothing of her heart, which was still somehow pumping—still keeping her alive and capable of some small sort of reason—though she had done her best to turn it to stone.

      Captain Kent was no doubt acting in support of his brother officer, while Lord Harry’s real brothers, Anthony, Viscount Redgrave, and Lord Michael, along with his parents, the Marquess and Marchioness of Halesworth, and his recently married sister Charlotte, now Viscountess Lynwood, sat in the front row across from Mama.

      Just as Tressa was attending in support of her sister. She had come to the vestry to announce that Nessa was ready at the door of the church, wearing her pretty bridal ensemble of a dress of fine white wool shot with embroidered primrose and white-satin flowers that she had made and embroidered herself so as not to embarrass herself before Harry’s illustrious relations.

      But it was Tressa who was now the embarrassment of a bridesmaid, dithering in full view of the assembly. But this was Nessa’s day, and Tressa refused to ruin it by her behavior. “Papa,” she called in the steadiest voice she could find. “Nessa is ready.” And then she hurried away to attend her sister to the altar and see her bestow her hand upon Lord Harry.

      And if Captain Kent stood on the other side of the groom, like a tall oaken mast of a man, she would take no notice of him.

      She would not.

      It was no matter to her that the gold epaulettes on his uniform coat glistened in the sunlight, or that he and Lord Harry together in their blues looked as dashing as dashing could be.

      It was no matter than her heart was thumping as if she had raced all the way up to the top of the bell tower of St. David’s, and all the way back down again.

      It only mattered that she not embarrass her sister, or do anything to dim her happiness.

      A surreptitious glance over her shoulder revealed that a good half of the village seemed to have invited themselves, crowding into the pews at the rear of the church, hanging back for propriety’s sake, but unable—or unwilling—to turn away from the spectacle of one of the vicar’s poor-as-a-churchmouse daughters marrying a lord.

      It was every poor village girl’s fantasy, she supposed, to marry a man who could sweep her away from gutting fish and scraping scales, or cooking on an open fire and cleaning the grates of fireplaces, or correcting lessons and writing out sermons.

      But Nessa would have loved her Harry if he had only been a sailor. In fact, Tressa would bet both Nessa and Harry would have preferred he be a simple sailor so they could marry with a great deal less pomp and circumstance, even though the wedding was only a simple ceremony in a village church with a wedding breakfast to follow at the vicarage.

      But when the “I wills” had been uttered, and the giving and receiving of rings had been exchanged, and the blessing spoken, the crowd of villagers still lingered, following the wedding party across the churchyard and onto the lawn, so that Mama, who could not turn away a chance to show off her daughter, was obliged to invite them all in for a glass of celebratory punch.

      In no time, the wedding breakfast had been abandoned in favor of a more informal party that moved easily between the open house and the sunny garden full of autumn color, with avid villagers eager to see the private family rooms of the manse, not just the vicar’s book room.

      Even Elowen Gannet—she who had once tried to claim Lord Harry for her own—wandered freely about, though her presence gave Tressa’s new brother-in-law pause.

      “Didn’t think to see Miss Gannett here,” Harry confided in a low voice.

      “Perhaps she wanted to make sure the deed was well and truly done before she moved along to manipulating some other poor fellow into marriage,” was Tessa’s amused, if cynical take.

      “Oh, I think Miss Elowen Gannet has very specific requirement in a husband,” Harry said. “Though I am as glad as I can be that chap isn’t me—gives me the willies, your Miss Gannett does. She’s too bloody ambitious by half—only wanted me to further her scheme to run the smuggling operation in Bocka Morrow without her father’s interference.”

      Tressa pricked up her ears at the same time that Nessa shot her a quelling glance. While it was well-known within the family, and perhaps to some others like Joss Williams, the publican of the Crown & Anchor pub down near the quay, it was generally not known that Tressa was, in fact, the one person who managed the bulk of the smuggling operations—at least on the north side of Bocka Morrow. Tressa had never participated in any free trade to the south, where Squire Gannett kept his own caves and used his own workers.

      But as little as Tressa knew or liked the Gannets, perhaps the time for keeping quiet and hiding her ambitions was over. “I think I’ll go have a chat with our Ellie.”

      Who knew if they might find that some of their schemes for less interference were aligned. And Ellie had lost her bid to snag the very-well-worth-having Lord Harry in an Allantide alliance, so Tressa was prepared to be generous.

      Tressa waited for Ellie to take her leave, then she snatched up a woolen shawl from the pegs in the kitchen hall as a preservative against the autumn chill, and followed her out through the orchard path. “Ellie!”

      Her call made her quarry stop and glance back. “Tressa.” Ellie acknowledged her with a toss of her chin. “Come to tout your sister’s triumph?”

      Tressa shrugged. “If it is a triumph, it’s hers, not mine.”

      “Really?” Ellie gave her a long glance out the side of her eye as she tried to gauge Tressa’s tone. “Rumor had it that you and that—”

      “Rumor is wrong.” Tressa spoke perhaps more forcefully that she intended—she lowered her voice to a more conversational pitch. “But I’d like to chat about a different rumor I heard—one that told me that you and I are more alike that we might think.”

      True to form, Ellie’s glance shifted across the churchyard to where Captain Matthew Kent had just stepped outside into the fall sunshine to talk to the Marquess of Halesworth.

      “Not a man, Ellie, but something more important.” Tressa forced her mind away from the distracting captain, and lowered her voice to keep their conversation private. “The free trade.”

      Ellie’s eyes sliced back to Tressa, wary and sharp. “What about it?”

      “Surely you know that I organize everything for our crews—unloading, and moving the cargoes on when they come into the north caves?”

      “I’ve heard—you keep the tot sheets.”

      “Yes.” It was a sop to the men’s pride, that offhand denigration of her true contribution. “And more. I set the crews in the caves. I calculate the price of shares and divvy up the money. I’ve sailed to Guernsey to arrange financing, pick up cargoes and to better understand the system. I decide what goes where up-country—how many bolts of silk and lace go to Leeds or London, how many ankers of brandy go to this inn or that. I was the one to suggest the women be included in moving the goods from the caves into cellars across the countryside, and from there to the inns, taverns and aristocratic wine cellars from Truro to Taunton because farmwives could better evade the Revenue with the ankers up their skirts. I’m the one that has made all the suggestions for improvements over the past few years.” Tressa stopped herself—even she could hear the combination of fierce pride and bitter frustration in her voice. “But that’s all I can do, Ellie—make suggestions. I can’t decide—not on my own.”

      Ellie was cautiously curious. “And you think I can?”

      “I think you want to.” Tressa took another deep breath. “And I think you could. And so could I—with help.”

      Ellie’s voice was quiet. “And you think I would help you?”

      “I think we could help each other.”

      Ellie thought about that suggestion for a good long while, searching Tressa’s face for any hint of sarcasm or trick.

      “I’m in earnest, Ellie. We could do it. But we’ll have to fight for what we want—no one, least of all any of the men in this be-nighted village, is going to give it to us.”

      “How will we fight?”

      “The way women the world over have always fought—with our wits. We’ll be better, more clever, more efficient—we’ll make more money.”

      Ellie’s mouth pursed into a silent “o” of shrewd contemplation. “I’m always after telling my Da we could do it better—ordering a cargo of what we want and need in advance from Guernsey instead of taking whatever comes off the boats.”

      Tressa could feel herself smile. “Just so, Ellie. Just so.”

      Ellie blew out a little huff of pleased surprise. “Who’d have thought?”

      “I did,” Tressa admitted. “I’ve always thought I could do it better.”

      “No.” Ellie shook her head but smiled. “Who would have thought of all the people in Bocka Morrow, the one to want to help me take over the smuggling would be the vicar’s daughter. But you always did sit up there in the front row of the church with your family looking like you were a thousand miles away—you and your sister both. Who’d have thought you were thinking of the trade a few miles offshore?”

      “I told you—I’m always thinking. Thinking beyond mere smuggling. To a legitimate concern, importing from farther afield—Canary and Sherry wines from Spain—to our west coast.”

      “And have you thought of how we’re to even begin to make that happen?”

      “Indeed. We need capital. Once we get enough, we’ll run a few smuggled cargoes to build up enough profit to go legitimate, and then—”

      A quiet voice broke in. “Well. Tressa and Ellie Gannett. Whatever can you two be talking about?”
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      It was the bride, Nessa Teague Beck, accompanied by her new husband Harry, who asked the question. Matthew was only with them because Becks had insisted he meet Nessa’s sister.

      Who shot him a look as mean and cutty-eyed as any smuggler might. “Captain Kent.”

      “Miss Teague.” He bowed, carefully polite, incredibly wary—every instinct he possessed told him Tressa Teague frankly wished him to perdition. “Miss Teague and I are acquainted.”

      He would do everything in his power to act the gentleman, though she looked like she had even less interest in acting the lady than ever—something he said made her head snap back as if she’d taken a hit.

      Beside Becks, his new bride laughed. “Yes, Tressa, you are Miss Teague now. Kensa and I relinquish our turns at the title to you—you are no longer Miss Tressa.”

      Tressa Teague acknowledged her sister with a nod, and then put her chin up as if she were determined to show that she was not in the least discomfited by the change. “Captain Kent.” She acknowledged him with the barest civility. “Are you acquainted with my friend Miss Gannett? Miss Elowen Gannett, this is Captain Matthew Kent of the Royal Navy frigate, Vanguard, which will very shortly be taking command of the West Indies Squadron.”

      Ah. That boded better—though her tone was brisk, she was still enough interested in him to know the particulars of his posting. “I see news travels fast. I’m honored that you would make note of my promotion.”

      Tressa Teague gave him a witheringly polite smile. “The announcement was in the newspaper from Truro that we used to wrap the fish.”

      The knowledge that she was definitely no longer his friend—and the realization that she might, in fact, be his enemy—was a hit to his pride. “May I speak with you privately, Miss Teague?”

      While the others—Becks, his bride and Miss Gannett—looked from one to the other, and waited for Tressa to make him her answer, her gaze never wavered. “I am sure that whatever you have to say to me, Captain Kent, can be said in public.”

      “I am equally sure it cannot.” She had tried his civility long enough—he put his hand into the supple small of her back and propelled her away from the others. “The belfry, as I recall, is a private enough place out of the wind.” He ushered her across the chilly churchyard and through the portal. “I take it you still have the key?”

      “If I do, I shan’t be persuaded to— Oooh!” She made a sound of embarrassment and outrage that echoed around the church vestibule like a pistol shot when he abruptly took charge by reaching under the modest fichu of her simple but lovely gown—and what a sweep of bluebell-colored wool it took to cover long, tall Tressa Teague’s legs—to fish out the key on the chain hidden down the warm vee of flesh between her breasts.

      She was pulled closer, of course, when he fit the key into the lock—so close he could see the care she had taken with her normally indifferent coiffure. So close he could smell that lovely tang of lemon and verbena from her soap.

      So close her breath whispered across the back of his hand. “Here,” it whispered. “Here is your woman.”

      He did not respond. He could not—she didn’t like him, though she had once kissed him with an enthusiasm he still found heartening.

      Matthew let the key go the moment he had unlocked the door and stood back to let her enter the narrow, stone stairway ahead of him. “After you.”

      She let the chain back slink back behind the fortress of her high-waisted, devilishly well-fitted bodice before she answered. “You’re not planning to push me off, are you?”

      “Not if you don’t tempt me.”

      “Clearly, I’ve worn out your charm.” She crossed her hands over her breasts and didn’t move. “Why are you here?”

      “To celebrate your sister and Harry’s wedding. I assure you nothing would have persuaded me to disrupt your peace, otherwise.”

      “Peace.” Her voice was full of cynical detachment. “But I meant here and now—why do you want to speak to me? And drag me up the belfry? What can you possibly have to say that has not already been said?”

      Nothing had actually been said. Nothing. In the aftermath of the battle, he had been consumed by his work—shoring up the damaged French vessel and making arrangement for the hundred or so French sailors they had taken prisoner, as well as formulating his report to the Admiralty—and she had simply disappeared, gone up the quay into the grey mist as swiftly as she had first appeared to him that chilly dawn.

      He tried to be his usual, merry, confident self. “I merely wanted to assure myself that you are all to rights—that you had recovered from the ordeal of the battle at Black Cove.”

      “As you see.” She spread her hands in front of her skirts in a gesture that was both open and entirely concealing. “And I didn’t think it an ordeal. I told you then, I’m not missish.”

      “So you did.” And she had not looked the least bit missish that night with the wind in her teeth and the tiller of his lugger beneath her hands when he had been too engaged with the heat of battle to notice that she had done what needed doing without being asked. She had looked magnificent. “You had a heart of oak that night. I suppose I wanted to make sure it was still beating in tune.”

      She swallowed some rising emotion before she said, “Not to your tune, if that is what you meant.”

      “No. I—” Damn her eyes, but she had a way of looking at him—as if she saw right through him—that put a man off balance. He knew what to do with a ship—how to order his sails and level his guns against an enemy—but in a drawing room, or even in a bell tower, he felt himself an utter ass. “Come, Teague, I know I left very suddenly, but orders are orders, and—”

      “It’s Miss Teague to you, Captain Kent.”

      Her prim—yes, missish tone, when she had just said she wasn’t—pushed him a fathom too far. “It wasn’t Miss Teague, or Captain Kent, when you were kissing me, was it?”

      The moment the words left his mouth he wished them back. But that was his problem, wasn’t it—acting on the impulse of the moment, instead of weighing things out.

      She drew in a sharp breath before she put her chin up even higher. “Were I closer to you, Captain, I would have slapped you. Hard.” Her voice was taut with repressed emotion. “Just because we kissed does not mean you can speak to me in such a manner. Now”—she backed away as if to preserve herself from the temptation, rubbing her hands up and down her arms as if she were suddenly chilled—“say what you brought me here to say, and be done with it before I find myself in any less charity to listen to you.”

      Matthew had already stripped off his uniform coat and was advancing to sling it around her shoulders before he had even thought to ask her if she should like it. But she was a difficult, prickly girl—everyone said so—and was like to catch her death of a chill before she would ask for any assistance.

      But for some reason, she didn’t reject the coat. “Well? You interrupted a very important discussion that I should like to return to, if Ellie hasn’t already given up and gone home.”

      “Aye. And just what was it you and the devious Miss Gannett were cooking up?” He had distinctly heard Nessa mutter, ‘This can’t be good,’ before she had dragged her husband and Matthew out into the churchyard.

      “My business with Miss Gannett is no business of yours. Though, how typical of a man to use ‘cooking up’—the language of the kitchen or the coven—to describe any instance of two women working together.”

      “Working together?” Matthew couldn’t keep the astonishment, or the instinctive alarm, from his voice. “In the smuggling?” The sheer bloody cheek of this woman, presuming to tell a captain of the navy—and the very man who had been sent to their bloody village to put the fear of God, or at least the fear of His Majesty’s Royal Navy, into the smuggling gangs—that she was planning to ally with another smuggler, to not only continue, but perhaps even expand—

      His bloody brain boggled.

      And she knew it—she gave him a smile of pure cussed determination. “You understand me, Captain. We do intend to use our womanly wiles to take over the whole of the free trade on this cursed, backward coast, and make it our own.”
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      The look on his face—the gaping combination of anger and alarm—was entirely worth the trouble of being frog-marched across the churchyard. Let him think she had no scruples—that her plans were for the smuggling and not legitimate trade. Because he had inadvertently, through his ham-fisted questions, given her the answer to her own question—where was she to get the capital for her own company to compete against the free trade?

      From the kitchen and the coven—from Bocka Morrow’s women.

      She would build her own syndicate, the way they did at Lloyd’s Society in London. Selling shares only to women could, of course, be problematic. So few women had control of their own finances—only widows or heiresses with significant allowances would have the freedom to invest large sums of money on their own account.

      But Bocka Morrow had a significant—some might even say shocking—number of women quite willing and determined to make their own way in the world, and command their own fate. Tressa would safely bet that she could sell as many small shares in a syndicate as she might like.

      But as to larger shares—firstly, there was her sister, now Lady Harry Beck, who would have an allowance with which she might be persuaded at least in part, to contribute. And Nessa might be able to quietly persuade some of her new acquaintances, like her new sister-in-law, Charlotte, Viscountess Lynwood over at Hollybrook Park, and Charlotte’s husband’s sisters, the Ladies Diana, Miranda, Cordilia and Adriana Vail. Or the new Earl of Banfield’s five daughters, Ladies Tamsyn, Marjorie, Rose, Morgan, and Gwyn Hambly—a wonderful assortment of the female portion of the local upper crust ripe for convincing that their allowances might be put to profitable use.

      And the other person besides Nessa who might help her with some entrée into aristocratic society was Tressa’s dear friend, confidante and oftentimes confederate, Felicity Fields, the ward of the late Countess of Tetbery. While Felicity didn’t always understand the subtle ins and outs of society, she was sure to understand Tressa’s bid for more independence, since she often bemoaned her own lack thereof. But with the countess dead, and the estate passing to some far-off male relative, Felicity was clearly better advised to save her pennies to put a secure roof over her head.

      Still, Tressa could ask. And there were others in more aristocratic circles Tressa knew only through Felicity—who moved between both worlds, town and castle—like Lady Mallory Hughes.

      Yes, a secret syndicate of women was entirely doable, now that she put her mind to it.

      But before she could consult with Felicity, Tressa needed to be rid of the interfering, too-brazenly-handsome-for-anyone’s-good captain. “If you’re done playing the stern naval captain, then I’ll get on playing the devious lady smuggler. I bid you good afternoon, Captain Kent.”

      Tressa tossed him his coat so his hands would be too busy catching it to stop her from whisking herself out of the tower and around to the back of the church through the shrubbery.

      But without Kent’s coat to keep off the chill, Tressa was best advised to keep to a brisk pace to stay warm. The long shadows of the November afternoon reached chilly fingers through the woods as she hurried through Bent Tree copse and along the edge of Hollybrook land to reach Tetbery, silently rehearsing the right words to explain her idea to her friend.

      She didn’t bother with the main entrance of the gothic pile, with its bedraggled black crepe and knocker still down following the countess’s death some five months ago. Instead, she skirted the grey stone castle until she found the path leading down into the now-dry moat, overgrown with brambles and briars and overgrown ivy that kept the less tenacious from accessing a long abandoned postern door set low in the old curtain wall. From there she followed the curving set of secret stairs upwards through the walls, without disturbing anyone in the house.

      Felicity was just where Tressa had hoped to find her—attired in another one of the inky black, practical dresses she’d worn since the death of her guardian last summer, in her quiet work room, hidden from all but the most determined gaze in one of Tetbury’s secret chambers, bent over some experiment. Which thankfully did not look to be aboil.

      “I’ve got a proposition for you, Fieldsy,” Tressa said by way of greeting, for social niceties were lost on Felicity, who looked as fey and wild as a red fox in a field, but had a brain that worked as flawlessly as a mechanical clockwork—albeit a clockwork with its own unique timing.

      Her friend’s answering frown was nearly imperceptible to anyone who didn’t know Felicity well. “Does it involve going out of the house?”

      “No.” Tressa never minded her friend’s rather blunt style of talking. In fact, she rather preferred such straightforwardness to the broth of double-speak, platitudes and outright lies most people served up as conversation. And she liked being straightforward herself. “I’ve decided to run my own shipping firm.”

      Felicity’s green eyes barely flicked toward her, but Tressa knew her friend had likely taken in more information in that fleeting gaze than most people could absorb in a month of staring directly at her. “That’s logical—you want power over the men.”

      “No. Not really. Perhaps.” There was no use dancing around the issue with Felicity. “I only want power over myself, and my own life, but to do so it seems I must first take it from the men. And to do that I need money. Have you got any?” While Tressa knew Felicity had no fortune from her own family—her deceased parents had been quality, but not particularly rich when they had died years ago, leaving her the ward of the Earl and Countess of Tetbery—Tressa hoped her friend might have inherited something of her own when Margaret, the countess, had passed away.

      “The countess did leave me a small bequest.” Felicity looked away from her notebook for only a moment. “What is the money for?”

      “Shares in a syndicate—a syndicate only of women. I’m fed up to the back teeth with doing all the work and getting none of the credit—and even less of the profit than the men.”

      “Men,” was Felicity’s terse response. “It’s always the men.”

      “Yes.” Tressa had not forgotten the particular limbo in which Felicity currently hung after five months of waiting for the bane of their youth, Nicholas Harding, the Duke of Wycliffe, and the lord of Tetbery Estate, to come and take up his place. And decide what was to be done with Felicity—as if Fieldsy couldn’t possibly decide that for herself. “Have you heard anything more?”

      “No. Nicholas has not written of his plans for Tetbery. Or me.”

      “Oh, I am sorry, Fieldsy.”

      “Why?” Felicity meticulously cleaned her pen before she put it down. “It’s not your doing.”

      “No.” Tressa had long ago given up trying to explain social niceties to Felicity. “Were it in my power, I should have made Nicholas act in a civil and logical manner to you, and make his plans known to you directly he inherited this moldy old pile. But lords of the manor can do as they please, it seems.” They could treat all women with indifference to their merit or needs. “I’ll have my father write him to remind him of his duty.” In actuality, Tressa would write the letter and simply sign her father’s name—it was the most expedient way of getting things done. Always had been.

      “I wish you wouldn’t. I prefer him forgetting Tetbery and me altogether. I like this moldy old pile—it’s my home. He’s sure to put an end to my work when he comes.”

      Tressa took a moment to canvass the room and the delicate scaffolding erected on the table to support the vials and flasks of Felicity’s current experiment. “What are you working on now?” Over the years of their friendship, Felicity had studied everything from plant biology to animal husbandry.

      “Still the alchemy.”

      “Ah.” Not the answer Tressa had been hoping for. While her friend was forever picking up one specimen or another in the woods, or down at the seashore, and studying them to exhaustion, she seemed to have developed an unhealthy mania for the study of alchemy, with the sole purpose of discovering the elixir of life.

      Though Tressa believed in scientific study as much—and even more—that the next person, she would not materially support a study that seemed sure to break Felicity’s heart. “I wish I could dissuade you from this path.”

      Felicity was characteristically determined. “I must exhaust all possibilities through study.”

      Strange, but still logical. And Tressa needed to be logical, too—she couldn’t take Felicity’s money, not when the poor girl might soon have need of it to put a roof over her head. But there were others in Felicity’s small orbit who might have more ready capital.

      “Does Lady Mallory have any money do you think?” Lady Mallory Hughes would soon be visiting Tetbery with her ancient, but delightfully formidable aunt, Lady Hettie Hughes. And while both the young lady and her aunt were merely acquainted with Tressa, she was determined to let no female stone go unturned. “Or Lady Hettie?”

      “I have never discussed funds with Mallory. Nor you. Do you have none?”

      “I have some—the meager portion of my pay for the cargoes that I’ve been allowed to keep.” That she had earned far more than she was given was another reason to strike out on her own—the powers that be in the free trading confraternity still paid her father, even though they clearly knew and relied upon her to do the work.

      “Is Nessa married then?”

      While the question didn’t startle Tressa, it was uncharacteristic of Felicity to want to chat about such thing. “Yes, to Captain Lord Harry. I’m sure they’ll be very happy.”

      Felicity sighed. “Someone ought to be.”

      “We ought to be,” Tressa assured her. “Even if it’s not marriage that makes us happy.” Tressa couldn’t stop her impulse to touch Felicity’s hand in friendship before she took her leave. “Send me a note, will you, when Lady Mallory and her aunt arrive?” Even small amounts would be helpful, as she could then go to the bankers in Saint Peter Port in Guernsey—who routinely made loans to finance free-traded cargoes—with assets in hand as a surety.

      Yes, that was likely her best, most logical avenue of approach—the ladies of Bocka Morrow first, the bankers of Guernsey second. And after that, the wide open world could be her oyster.

      With that expansive thought in mind, Tressa took the long coastal path home to ponder out whom else she might approach. But backward as it was, the beauty of Bocka Morrow filled her mind and her weary heart. The green grass of the cliff tops had already begun its slow fade into autumn gold, the heaps of flowering thrift giving way to the dark brooding gorse, especially on the wild fringes of Castle Keyvnor land, where the Widow Pencomb’s cottage clung like a limpet to the cliff top.

      The widow herself was at the door of her cottage, as if in her eerie way, she had been expecting Tressa—it was no wonder the better part of the population of Bocka Morrow thought the old woman a witch.

      But Tressa was not of the better part. She looked the old woman in the eye and knew her for a rebellious, kindred spirit. “Good afternoon, mistress.”

      “Tressa Teague. My gratulations to your sister on her wedding. I reckon you’ve come to ask me for more of the same that I gave her to enchant her young man.”

      Even though Tressa had encouraged her sister to visit the widow in search of an enchantment, Tressa was not of the same mind. “I have not. I’ve no truck with enchantment.”

      “Haha! You’re not like your sister, are ye? Always questioning, wondering is Nessa. But not ye. Ye’ve an answer to every question, and a question for every answer.”

      “To my thinking, the world could use a few more women who know their own mind. Like you.”

      “Ah, but I’m special.” The old woman gave her a creaky, wry smile. “I know me own worth, as ye sometimes appear to. But I’m no vicar’s daughter, Tressa Teague. Ye’ve to answer to a different power than I.”

      “I’ll answer to my own power, and none other, thank you.”

      “Haha!” The old woman tossed her head back to loose another harsh laugh. “You’re a rare girl, Tressa Teague, I’ll say that for ye. And I’m thinking he’s a rare enough man to appreciate ye, that captain of yourn.”

      Tressa felt her neck flush with mortification that anyone might know her business—even a busybody old witch. “He’s not my captain.”

      “Is he not? Whose else is he, if not yourn?” The widow let out a raucous cackle. “Open yer eyes, girl. Open them up wide enough to see how that man looks at ye—as if ye were the last spoonful of water on the flat earth and he, dying for a drop.”

      “Good heavens.” Tressa was beyond astonished—she was decidedly curious. “Does he really?” She couldn’t imagine such a man doing any such thing.

      “He does look at ye different—as if ye were a rare and beautiful thing. And that is a thing very much worth having in this world, Tressa Teague. Ye might not find it’s like again.”

      Tressa knew she would not. Because she had given up looking. “He is leaving—bound for the West Indies. I should expect he’s already gone.”

      “And ye let him go?”

      What else was she to do? “I’ll not chase after him like some silly, moonstruck calf.”

      “You’re no calf, and you’re no lamb to the slaughter, neither. But were I ye, I’d not waste me chance. I’d go to him and hash it out betwixt the two of ye, and no one else. For how else are ye to come to a right agreement.”

      “A right agreement?” It had never really occurred to Tressa that a woman could have any agreement with a man.

      “Nothing more,” the old woman assured her. “And nothing less.”
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      Matthew had tried to follow Tressa, but she’d made it damn near impossible with her blazingly swift, surefooted passage through the woods. He was a navy man, at home in the vast expanse of the sea—the closed sky of the dense woodland made him uneasy. Uneasy enough to return to the church, and avail himself of the still-unlocked door to the tall, airy belfry, from whence he could keep an eye on the whole of the village, just as she had taught him.

      And it would do him no good to try and chase a lass like Tressa Teague—she’d have to come to him of her own accord.

      The sun was beginning to set, burnt orange and cool purple over the cold ocean stretching endlessly to the west, when she did so, striding down the narrow, cobbled streets as if she owned them. No decorous miss, Tressa Teague. There was something about her, something knowing and wise and too-old for the young, lissome form that had her standing as tall, if not taller, than most of the men in the village.

      She was also blonder than any Cornishwoman had a right to be—like something from the Norse myths—an avenging Valkyrie from the north. Except for those sleepy, knowing eyes. She looked as if nothing would surprise her—as if she’d seen it all before.

      And clearly, she had seen him coming.

      “Teague!”

      She stopped when he called down to her, and was waiting when he descended to the church door. “I thought you would be off to the West Indies by now.”

      He cleared his throat and made his voice stern and forbidding, the better to lie more convincingly. “Some further orders require that I stay here to clear up the last of this business.”

      “Just now?” She narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “While you were at the wedding, the Admiralty chased you down at the top of the belfry to give you further orders?”

      Damn her sharp eyes—it was damn near eerie how she could make his collar feel too tight.

      “What did you do this time to incur the Admiralty’s wrath?”

      The notch in his collar strangled itself tighter. Her acuity was a like a sharp pebble in his sea boots—uncomfortable at best, and damn near crippling at worst. “I should worry about myself, were I you—you’re the one talking about expanding the smuggling, when after this last incident, you ought to be doing everything in your power to control and even curtail it, given what’s happened.”

      “What happened, Captain Kent, was that I helped you catch a traitor,” she said clearly. And just as clearly, she was done with helping now.

      Matthew tried another tack. “If you won’t think of yourself, think of your family. Think of Nessa and Harry—think how it would be for a sister of a Royal Navy captain to be taken up for smuggling.”

      “Taken up for what? Chatting into my punch cup at a wedding? Do be sure to take my father, the vicar, up as well, while you’re at it—and the magistrate, and Squire Gannett, not to mention the Earl of Banfield, the Marquess of Halesworth, and the Viscount Lynwood. They’ve been at the smuggling, and the punch, far longer than I.”

      “You know damn well what I mean, Teague. I see the sharp look in your otherwise sleepy eyes, and I know you’re up to no good.”

      “It’s a very short memory you have, Captain, to be forgetting that you never would have caught your traitor without me, and without the villagers—the poor fisherfolk and farmers who came to your aid that night, and sacrificed nigh unto a six-month’s worth of French brandy and Holland gin and Belgian lace that went up in flames in Black Cave along with your munitions, with nary a cry for relief.” She put up her chin and stepped closer to deliver her last salvo. “And you know damn well that I never would have helped you if I hadn’t been convinced that the powers that be—from the magistrates to the Revenue Service and up to the Admiralty—would leave us in peace as payment for our sacrifice.”

      Devil take her, but she was right. Still. “Thanking you for your past assistance doesn’t give you immunity from future prosecution.”

      “It ought to do—the Admiralty ought to have a better strategy than to send you back to bite the hand that fed you.”

      “The Admiralty’s strategies are none of your business.”

      “Just as my strategies for how to make my way in this world are none of yours,” she shot back. “It’s no fault of mine that my strategies are simply better than the Admiralty’s. Or yours—I would have interrogated those hundred French prisoners from that corvette that night far more closely had I been in command, to find out what they knew of Gravelines, from whence they sailed. You do know about Gravelines, do you not, Captain? How Napoleon built his open secret of an entrepôt on the north coast of France to encourage British smugglers to betray their country simply by their easy trade with the enemy—to help the British free traders evade tax is to keep revenue from the Admiralty’s coffers, is it not? I should have taken a man or two of those French sailors apart for a friendly chat before I stuffed them all below decks and hied off to Portsmouth.”

      Oh, damn, damn, damn her brilliant brain. “How do you know I didn’t do exactly that while underway to Portsmouth?”

      “Because I was there. And because you’re here, harrying me, instead of sailing up the canal at Gravelines and setting fire to those warehouses, the way your sister—who by all accounts sounds like twice the sailor of at least half of her brothers—did when she set flame to the whole port of Brest in the year five.”

      Matthew ground his teeth together to keep from gaping at her like a fish gasping for water upon dry land. “How do you know about that?” His younger sister Sally’s misadventure six years ago as a midshipman in the Royal Navy remained a closely guarded family secret. “And it wasn’t like that—she didn’t single-handedly sail in there—”

      “No, she had a vastly superior strategy of her own—a strategy that she proved successful.”

      “How do you know that?” he asked again.

      “Come, Captain. You came here as a spy—surely you knew your brother Richard lived here, with us. And while he did, he told my father all. He—Richard, not my father—might have been shocked and mortified by your sister’s actions, but I was delighted. And enthralled.”

      “You would be, you bloody pirate.”

      “Thank you.” She took his grousing as a compliment. Which it probably was—unlike Richard, Matthew had admired Sally’s guts in going aboard ship in Richard’s place. “And I pledged as a girl to let her be my example for how to get what I wanted in this life, no matter the obstacles or objections.”

      Matthew didn’t like being one of those obstacles, but he had no choice but to object—not to do so would put her in jeopardy, from which he might not be able to extract her. “You make it sound as if she were the captain of her own ship, and I assure you she was not. And she was with her husband, under whose guidance—”

      “Captain Colyear wasn’t her husband at the time, nor even her captain.”

      “The point is, she’s married now—”

      “To Captain Colyear, and sails with him, aboard his ship, Audacious.”

      “His ship, I hope you’ll note.”

      “Oh, yes, so noted. And I’m sure she sits still and waiting all day in his stern cabin, just knitting or gazing idly out the windows, and never lifts so much as a finger to help her husband. And he never consults with her. I am sure they are both quite happy to let that superior brain of hers—all that acumen and experience and strategy—go to waste. I’m quite sure.”

      Devil take her. “How do you know all this?”

      Her smile was triumphant. “I wrote her, those six years ago, when Richard complained so bitterly about her, for I thought she was a woman I should like to know. So I imposed upon the very slight connection and wrote, and your sister wrote me back. We still correspond to this day—whenever she happens upon a ship bound to England, or finds herself in port, she writes me. I’ve learned a marvelously shocking amount of the world from your sister.”

      “Devil take Sal for encouraging susceptible females.”

      “Susceptible? Is that what you think I am? I assure you, I am not in the least bit susceptible or manageable.”

      “You were definitely susceptible to me, and to my kisses.”

      “My dear Captain Kent.” Her tone was nearly pitying. “Did you think you were romancing my co-operation out of me?” She tipped her head over and smiled in that damned sleepy, come-hither-but-do-so-and-I-will-box-your-ears way of hers. “Did it never occur to you that I might be the one seducing you into ridding me of that meddlesome priest?”

      “The devil you were.” And to prove it, he kissed her.
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      This kiss was nothing like the mischievous charm of the very first time his smiling lips had touched hers a month ago. One month—he had been gone from her only one month, but with his mouth pressed to hers, it felt as if it might have been a year, or ten, or twenty the way he kissed her simply, forcefully, with all the want and curiosity and conflict that had wound up between them like a cargo of dangerous, incendiary black powder.

      And heaven help her if she didn’t want to set a match to make a bonfire.

      Tressa’s hand flexed and gripped his shoulders, holding on as tight as she dared. She had waited so long for someone who seemed to want her exactly as she was—without wanting less from her. Who kissed her even if she were difficult.

      Lord knew she found him easy—easy to kiss, if not easy to trust. Everything about him shouted charm and capability and confidence. He set his mouth flush against her lips, and let his breath mix and mingle with hers, while his hands stole along the line of her jaw, angling her head to his liking.

      And oh, how she liked. She tipped her head away, offering him greater access to the sensitive skin along the side of her neck. Offering him her own confidence. Offering him her own passionate curiosity.

      Tressa was a curious girl—always had been. And she had always been curious about kissing—enough to try it a time or two with one boy or another. But nothing in those sloppy, awkward kisses had prepared her for him.

      For the taste of him, of mint and brandy and excitement. For the smell of him, of soap and clean linen beneath the dark wool uniform coat. For the feel of his hands around her head and along the line of her jaw, urging her to kiss him more, to kiss him deeper. For the strength of his long, lean leg where his thigh snugged up next to hers.

      For the power that she was so willing to cede to him—at least for a little while.

      It was heaven. It was bliss. Bliss lighting up her lips and skin and breath, until she couldn’t breathe and didn’t need to, because all she wanted was him.

      Bliss that made every taste and touch a hundred times stronger, a thousand times more powerful. Bliss that made her want to curl up inside it and abide there, just for a little while, where there was no navy or smugglers, no trouble or strife, or need for syndicates.

      Where there was only the two of them giving each other such unrestrained pleasure.

      “Devil take me,” he mouthed into her ear. “But I want you, Teague.”

      “I want you, too, Kent.” A needy sort of greed was welling up within her. Her hand tightened, flexing into the lapel of his coat, pulling him closer, holding him near.

      He reached up and enmeshed his fingers with hers, pressing their hands together between them, and the strange, careful intimacy of the gesture undid something wary and watchful within her.

      “Matthew,” she said, because she couldn’t think, and because it seemed the right thing to say. And when his name fell from her lips, his eyes crinkled and his mouth came open on a wide, welcoming smile—a gift she meant to take.

      The feel of his firm lips beneath hers was extraordinary, and she was conscious of listening to him—to his breathing and low murmurs of encouragement. Of trying to go slowly, to savor every touch, every taste.

      And so was he. “Handsomely now, Teague.”

      She could not comprehend him. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s a navy term,” he murmured into her ear. “Meaning with all due deliberation and attention to detail.”

      She very much liked his details—his lips were chapped and rough from years at sea, but the moment he opened his mouth to her, she fell into the inexpressible intoxication of him. He kissed with a mischievous, roguish glee—as if he could think of nothing better—and with a sureness that left her breathless and racing to catch up. But when she would have taken his face between her hands and turned her head to follow the dark, twisty path of her desires, he drew back.

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” Like a calf-eyed girl, idiot enough to kiss a man on the steps of her father’s church?

      “As if I’ve just offered you the moon. I haven’t. It was just a kiss, lass.”

      As if her wanting to kiss him meant she was offering anything more. She was guarding her heart if not her virtue. Still. “It was a bloody good kiss.”

      He couldn’t master his smile—it spread across his face like the moonlight dancing upon the water. “Thank you. But it is also a kiss that is over.”

      “Why?” Why should she not take what she wanted when she wanted?

      “Because if I don’t stop kissing you, Teague, I shall start doing other things. And it is cold, and falling dark, and we are in front of your father’s church in the middle of the village and someone is bound to see us.”

      His speech was entirely logical. But perhaps she wanted to be something less than logical and reasoned at the moment. “Maybe I want the other things, Kent.”

      He smiled, that mischievous, merry smile that creased up the corners of his glittering eyes and made a slash of white of his teeth. “If you aren’t the damnedest girl for a vicar’s daughter.”

      “Am I? Well, I suppose I am—I like to choose for myself. And I won’t be sorry for choosing you and kissing you—it was bloody marvelous.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Devil take me, Tressa Teague.”

      “No.” She made up her mind. “I don’t think I’m going to let the devil have you. I rather want you for my own.”

      Oh, he liked that, Matthew Kent did—he threw his head back and laughed out loud. “I keep forgetting how frank you are.”

      “I told you—I’m not missish. I have educated myself to be a rational creature, with dominion over my emotions. Like you.”

      “My dear Teague”—he shook his head in teasing sadness—“if you think I have dominion over my emotions, you overestimate me,” he laughed. “I am as susceptible to the impulse of the moment as anyone I know. Probably more so, because I want to give in to my impulse to kiss you again.”

      “I wish you would.” And to encourage him, she slid closer, and looped her arm about his neck.

      But he did not yet kiss her. Instead he took her jaw in his hands, fanning his palms across her cheeks, as if he might try to read her in the wash of light from the moon. “You’re all gilded in moonlight. But for all your gloss and glitter, I still can’t make you out, Tressa Teague.”

      There was something solemn, and even a little frightening in the focus of his regard. As if he might in the next moment find what he was looking for in her face, and find her wanting. Or difficult.

      “I am as you see,” she whispered, not knowing what more she could do to gain his confidence. No matter his frown, when he looked at her like that, she longed for him to kiss her again. She wanted to feel the little shivers that ran tingling along her spine when he had run his hands up her arms, and sent the delicious curling heat deep down inside her.

      In those moments, Tressa was completely and excruciatingly aware of Matthew Kent as a man, a vibrant, physical being—and a man she wanted.

      She had meant to keep him at arm’s length. She had meant to be prudent and reticent, and everything logical.

      But her awareness of him was like a pressure—like the energy in the air when a storm was about to sweep up from the sea and batter the village. The scientific books she had read up in the belfry would have called it dynamics, and set forth an equation to illustrate mutual force and reciprocal attraction. But an equation could not explain why her fingers itched to feel the short strands of his ginger hair, or why her lips longed for the strong feel of his mouth on hers, or why the ache that seemed to have become a part of her dissolved into nothingness the moment he pulled her into his arms.

      He kissed her and nothing else existed. Nothing but heat and texture and scent. The supple warmth of his mouth on hers, the raspy feel of his skin against her cheek, the tangy soapy aroma of his body.

      He pulled her flush against the long strength of his body, his hand spanning the small of her back, and she flowed into him, pliant and wanting, fitting herself into every breath of space between them. His other hand was at her nape, cradling her skull, angling her head to take her mouth, to fill her with the caress of his tongue upon hers.

      Warmth spread from her belly throughout her body, and she was floating, swimming in sensation, plunging in headfirst, immersing herself in the dark liquid depths of desire.

      She pulled back to stare at him as he had stared at her—framing his face with her hands, committing the map of his to her memory. She could look at him for days and still not be done looking. The broad plan of his forehead, the strong cut of his cheekbones, the firm line of his jaw. The darkened, silvered blue of his eyes, and the two lines of laughter that were permanently etched into their corners.

      She put her lips to his, to let the pleasure sweep her under and carry her away on the tide. Away from worry and duty. Away from the free trade and traitors, and toward Matthew.

      Matthew, who kissed her as if she were vital to his happiness, as if he would breathe her in instead of the cold autumn air. As if he did not want to let her go.
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      He had to let her go—or suffer the consequences. For all her talk of wanting other things, she was still the daughter of the village vicar, and they were still kissing on the doorstep of the church—if he were a more religious man, he might have feared the proverbial bolt of lightning.

      But he’d already been struck, hadn’t he—by the coup de foudre. That was why he was still kissing Tressa Teague on the very doorstep of her father’s church.

      And if he were being entirely honest with himself, she had hit him with another bolt. The idea she had so briefly outlined—the setting of a fireship into Napoleon’s den of smugglers at Gravelines—had already taken up residence in the back of his brain.

      He was already casting his mind back, to the night in Black Cove—the dark outline of the French corvette silhouetted against the grey, looming cliffs, and then the hot flash and thunder of the explosion and the orange blossom of the fire. Remembering Tressa Teague—the one person in Bocka Morrow who had trusted him enough to work relentlessly with him to root out the traitor—taking up the abandoned helm of the lugger in the heat of battle, not shirking away from any danger, not flinching from any duty, no matter how perilous.

      It was coming back to him—the images vivid in his mind of that night. He could picture her now, speaking to the French captain in his own language—her father was a schoolmaster, and she was annoyingly well-read—and passing Matthew’s orders to the captured prisoners.

      “What did they tell you, the French prisoners?”

      She drew back slowly, those gloriously sleepy eyes blinking at him in confusion for the barest moment before they lit in amusement. “You can’t resist, can you? Impulsive Matthew Kent—you’re already halfway there in your mind, aren’t you, sailing for the French coast by the feel of the waves without so much as a chart, or a by-your-leave from the Admiralty?”

      Devil take him, but she was right—he could all but feel the deck beneath his feet. The possibility was intoxicating. And what were his family’s watchwords? “If you are successful no questions will be asked,” he quoted. “And if you fail no explanation will ever be enough.”

      Her expression sobered. “Kent, isn’t that how you got yourself in trouble—disrated and stripped of your command? Isn’t that why you were sent to Bocka Morrow in the first place?”

      “That was different.” He had learned from his mistakes—and he would be sure not to fail. “I didn’t have you to help me the way I did at Black Cove.” Matthew could feel his excitement rise like a tide within him, filling him with confidence. “I didn’t have your stratagems and plans and more prudent reasoning. I didn’t have you to give me the devil’s own luck.”

      The smile lingering in the corner of her eyes warmed a degree or two in the crisp fall air, as if perhaps his enthusiasm were beginning to infect her reason. “We were lucky that night in Black Cove—lucky there wasn’t an invasion fleet at our backs. We’d all be speaking French in Bocka Morrow had they come upon us so unprepared.”

      “So we will be prepared for Gravelines. You can help me prepare.” If there were other reasons to ask for her assistance—reasons that had more to do with her unreasonably confident kisses than her reasonable brain—he would keep them to himself. “Come with me,” he cajoled. “Show me how it can be done.”

      He gave her the merry, mischievous smile that had always smoothed his way through life.

      “You know you want to,” he pressed. “I am offering you just the kind of opportunity—the kind of adventure—you’ve been waiting for and wanting your whole life. We’ll be partners—with equal shares in the endeavor.”

      She drew in a deep breath, but though there was a small smile brewing on her lips, she still regarded him critically. “Equal. I understand what your reward will be—if my plan works, you shall be famous and feted and no doubt given a medal or two.”

      “Perhaps.” He was not undertaking such a fraught undertaking for any reward from the Admiralty, but for a more personal reason—her.

      “But I shall not be rewarded,” she pressed. “I was not rewarded last time, with a share of the French corvette, though you would not have captured it without my information and assistance.”

      “Damn if you aren’t right, Teague.” Normally a prize of the French corvette’s size would be divided up between ninety-odd men, but Matthew had only had a handpicked crew of sixteen in Bocka Morrow. With a captain and two mates, the remaining fourteen men would earn more money in one night than they had in years of regular pay once the prize was adjudicated. And there was ‘head money’ for each of the hundred or so French prisoners on top of that. With such a prize, he would finally have the independent fortune he had been working toward throughout the entirety of his career.

      “It is because I’m a woman, though you said to me that night that I had a heart of oak, that none of your lieutenants could have done better.”

      “I did.” He had actually forgotten her in the heat of battle, and was more than amazed that she had kept so cool a head—he had been impressed. “And I meant it—you were spectacular. And to prove it, I will pay you a full half of my share of that French corvette.”

      He was rewarded for his impulsive generosity by her expression—her mouth, that perfect, wide, kissable mouth, opened in a silent ‘o’ of utter astonishment. “If you come with me,” he coaxed, “we’ll be pirates together, you and I, outside of the rule of the Admiralty. Equal partners.

      Those usually sleepy eyes were shining with excitement. “Give me your hand.”

      There was no question but that he would agree—he would have agreed at twice the price. Because without her, he could not hope to succeed. He stuck out his hand. “Agreed. You have my word.”

      “As an officer of His Majesty’s Navy and a gentleman, or as a pirate?”

      “Both, for they are one and the same.”

      “Agreed. Thank you.” She let go of his hand before he could make good on the impulse to pull her tight and kiss his on the lips to seal their bargain.

      The excitement dimmed from her face when she looked across the churchyard toward the vicarage. “When do we leave?”

      “Just as soon as I can commandeer a ship.” There was at least some part of the planning that he was competent enough to see to. “Is the lugger still tied up at the quay where we left it?”

      She narrowed her eyes and corrected him. “Where I left it? Aye.”

      He had originally forgotten the fishing boat—in the immediate aftermath of the battle in Black Cove, he had taken control of the larger corvette, setting his crew to repair enough of the damage his guns had carved into the hull to keep her afloat and make her seaworthy enough to sail into Portsmouth for adjudication. Teague had seen to the lugger. “Are the guns still on her?”

      She gave him an arch look. “Did you not notice when you were up in my tower, trying to keep track of me?”

      He had not, damn his eyes. He had only looked for the girl.

      She shook her head at him. “Details, Kent. Details. The guns were there last morning. But I had plans for that lugger.”

      “Change them—you’re too good to be a mere smuggler, Teague.”

      The look on her face was the most beautiful combination of astonishment and calm understanding. “I know.”

      “Excellent.” He could feel his grin spread wide across his face—he hadn’t felt this happy, this damn excited, in months. “I’ll go now and have a look at her, and see if anything needs to be put aright.” He looked across the churchyard toward the quiet vicarage, it’s warm windows spilling welcoming light into the night. “I’ll come back, in the morning, shall I? To see if you’re still game.”

      To give her the night to make sure. To see if cooler heads would prevail.

      “No,” she said quietly, seemingly determined to be as rashly impetuous as he. “I’ll come to you.”

      “All right.” Something within him had him reaching to brush a loose wisp of her fine golden hair off her cheek. And then he leaned in, to kiss her on the forehead. And then once more on her berry-soft lips.

      So she would know—she would know without a doubt, what she would be saying yes to. “Be sure of yourself, Teague. Or don’t come at all.”
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      Tressa passed a long, sleepless night. The room she had until then always shared with her sister felt empty. Nessa had packed away all her things—every last piece of clothing and linen—into her trunks in preparation for her new life with Lord Harry. One of the trunks still stood by the door, awaiting a final direction once Nessa and Harry were returned from their honeymoon and had decided upon a more permanent abode.

      If the choice had been Tressa’s, she would have wanted to go with Lord Harry upon his ship. She would have chosen to see the world.

      But so she already had—the only difference was the man with whom she would see at least a portion of it. Captain Matthew Kent was as different a man from Lord Harry as chalk was from cheese. Matthew Kent was ambitious, and his ambitions would always come before all else. Before family. Maybe even before country. And certainly before her.

      In the past that driving ambition had suited her—it worked to her advantage to have his ruthless determination in removing the traitor from their midst. But in the aftermath of the battle Kent had instantly forgotten about her very existence—he had climbed aboard the French prize ship and never looked back.

      And so he would again, once she had helped him with the scheme she had so foolishly suggested to him.

      But help him she would, for there was no other way for her to gain what she lacked. And if she did not leave Bocka Morrow—where nothing was new, and nothing would ever change—she might never again have the chance. If she stayed her life would be the same—days would turn into seasons, and seasons would turn into years, and years would turn into centuries while everything stayed the same but the aging faces of the people.

      And so it was she who had to change. To take a chance when it was offered, no matter how imperfect a chance it might be.

      Tressa rose from her bed in the dark grey light before dawn. She donned her warmest, sturdiest, plainest wool gown, and took up her heavy winter cloak and the small cloth bag into which she had put a few personal necessities. She smoothed back the covers on the bed, laid the two careful notes she had penned upon it—one to her parents, and one to dear Felicity, who was likely to worry more than Tressa’s parents if Tressa simply disappeared—and crept silently down the back stairs, taking care to step over the third to last stair that creaked so horribly.

      “Tressa?” Her father’s voice, thin and quiet. “Is that you?”

      She didn’t allow herself the luxury of hesitation. “No.” Her whisper was all for herself as she eased the garden door closed behind her. Because she was not his daughter anymore. She was someone new. Someone who was determined not to let the world think her difficult.

      Yet for all her determination, Tressa nearly turned back at the lych gate. Because if she had felt herself heartbroken before, she knew now she had been wrong. This was true heartbreak—this hideous rending pain that felt as if that absurd organ had cracked in two and was showering broken shards of glass within her chest at the last sight of her beloved bell tower, where she had spent hours and hours gazing out at the world, waiting for her chance to go out in it.

      This was that chance, but she knew what she was about to do was irrevocable. She knew if she went with Matthew Kent now, there would be no coming back.

      The temptation to stay—to keep safe and secure with everything the same was so strong, and so frightening, her fingers shook on the latch.

      So she forced her fingers off the gate, and the moment the latch clanged shut, she ran. She ran because that was what one did—one ran away. She clattered down the steep lane, cartwheeling her hands to keep her balance on the cold cobbles. She ran away from the past. She ran away toward her future.

      And there her future was, walking up from the quay. Matthew Kent was striding up the slope with his dark sea cape billowing behind him like a sail. Matthew Kent was smiling and reaching out his hand to catch her headlong flight. “I was on my way to get you. I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

      “I told you—I’m not missish.”

      “And so you aren’t. And I’m glad of it.” He kissed her cold fingers and then laced his fingers with hers to lead her onward. “Come, let us away.”

      Together they ran down the long, curved length of the quay, and kissed her hand again as if he could imbue her with his charming confidence before he set her aboard his ship. “You take the tiller, Teague,” he ordered with a smile. “While I cast us off.”

      Tressa readily agreed—they should begin as they meant to go on.

      She untied the line that had kept the tiller bowsed up securely, and then waited for Matthew to push the prow of the vessel away from the quay, until the bow caught the flow of the outgoing tide. Tressa threw the tiller wide, pivoting the vessel away from the stone quay. Another moment and Matthew had slipped the stern line and jumped aboard, going immediately forward to haul up the mainsail.

      The dawn streaked up the coast just as they made the open water outside the harbor, and Tressa resisted the urge to look back, to take one last look at Bocka Morrow. But Matthew was hauling up the mizzen, and the dark, rusty-colored sails filled with wind, and the tiller took the bite of the water, and she had to concentrate on the water ahead—on what was next. She set a course, running full and by to the southwest.

      “Regrets?” he asked as he came aft to lean against the taffrail.

      “I don’t believe in regrets.” She smiled at him to mitigate the sting of the lie. “I’ve never been able to afford them.”

      He laughed merrily, just as she hoped he would. “I hope you never do afford them—they’re a great waste of time.”

      It was as good a philosophy as any, as she was determined not to waste another minute of her time pretending to be anything other than she was. “Have you no regrets?” she asked. “I would have thought you regretted your decision to go against orders while blockading the Norwegian coast—”

      “Damn, Teague, but you have a talent for finding out things a man doesn’t want made known.” He shoved a hand through his hair as if he were frustrated, but he was smiling as he looked away, checking the set of the sails. As if he admired her even as he damned her. “How did you learn that?”

      “The information wasn’t that hard to find,” she admitted. “The incident was reported in the newspapers. You come from a famous Cornish family of Royal Navy captains—your father has been made a baronet in preference of his service to the crown—so it is only natural that your trials as well as your triumphs be noted.”

      “I much prefer the triumphs.”

      “Don’t we all.” Except in her life, the triumphs had never been trumpeted in a newspaper—nor even by her own family. They had been small, private moments of accomplishment—the first night she had kept track of the tots from a cargo, or when she had seen her suggestions for improving the distribution of the goods implemented. Or when she had helped Captain Kent rid Bocka Morrow of a traitor.

      But if anyone besides her sister Nessa knew any of those things, Tressa would be greatly surprised.

      Matthew Kent was thinking of more prosaic, practical things. “We’ll sail for Falmouth, and put into the Carrick Roads to find anchorage in the River Fal this night. With only two of us, I think it best not to stand watch on watch, but to overnight in protected anchorages.”

      Kent spared a look at the trim of the sails—he must have been satisfied with what he saw, because he didn’t wait for her to answer, but ducked down the aft hatchway.

      Tressa had never been below deck on the lugger—there had been no opportunity during the brief time she had been aboard during the fight against the French corvette—so she had no idea what sort of sleeping arrangements were to be made.

      But she would not be missish—she had chosen this. She had chosen him. And when they had kissed it had been glorious.

      She could only hope it would be again.

      But Kent was not intent on being romantic—he returned with a chart in his hand. “Tell me what you make of this.” He unfurled a map showing the coast of France with the long cut of the canal to Gravelines. “I’ll take the tiller for a spell.”

      Tressa knelt on the flat of the deck to study the chart. “Where did you get this?”

      His smile lit the corners of his bright blue eyes with mischief. “From the corvette. I did have some small amount of forethought in thinking it might one day come in useful.”

      “Just so.” She could feel herself returning his smile—he was impossible to resist when he was open and sunny and inviting. “These must be the fortifications the French prisoners mentioned”—the star-shaped outlines of fortified batteries were unmistakable, even to her—“on both sides of the canal at the mouth of the channel and here, closer to the old town itself. Vauban designed these in the last century if I’m not mistaken.”

      “You haven’t been mistaken yet.” His smile felt full of admiration, but he returned his attention to the ship and the tiller. “Tell me more.”

      “The rumors I heard in Guernsey are that warehouse is not within the fortifications—I believe it’s here, along this deep canal they’ve dredged to accommodate ocean-going vessels.”

      “You’ve been to Guernsey? There’s a vast deal more to you than meets the eye, isn’t there, Teague.”

      Not even his compliment could distract her, though it did warm her in the chill morning wind. “I shouldn’t think you’d want to sail up that narrow, tidal canal—you’d be very easily trapped.”

      “Ah, but we won’t mind the lugger being trapped—we want her to be. We will set her on fire, and hope the flames we set will spread to other ships, as well as to the warehouses.”

      “Ah.” Tressa pondered that requirement. “If we sail into the canal, we have to pass the batteries before we set the fire, or they will surely try to sink us.”

      “Aye.” He moved closer to stand just behind her, so he could look over her shoulder. “So we’ll have to time it precisely so the fire is large enough by the time the ship has reached these docks.”

      She followed the line of his pointing finger, letting speed and distance measure out in her mind. “I’m not so worried about the fortifications—they’ll take one look at your south coast-built lugger and take her for a smuggler.” She pushed her thoughts in new directions. “What are the prevailing winds there?”

      “I like the way you think, Teague.” He rewarded her with a reassuring hand at her shoulder—a warm, confident squeeze that eased some of the tightness she didn’t know she had in her neck. “Westerlies, which would not be so convenient, as they would blow the fire away from the warehouses. But I can lash the tiller wide at the last, to steer her for the docks.”

      “So the problem is not how to get in, but how then to get out without a ship.” How to stay alive in the midst of such danger.

      Tressa felt suddenly cold beneath her cloak, despite the strong winter sun warming the deck beneath her.

      “Exactly, lass.” Matthew’s hand started kneading her shoulder in calm reassurance. “My brain is all for the main objective in setting the place afire, but I do realize a dead man can’t collect medals or preferments or prize monies, and I should like to stay alive to receive at least one of them.” His mischievous, devil-may-care laugh flew away with the wind. “So what say you, Teague? How shall we stay alive? For all I can think is that we’ll have to learn to swim.”
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      “Can you not swim?” She gaped at him as if he were mad. “And you on the water all your life?”

      Matthew really did need to teach her to flirt. Or better yet, to swim—there was a world of sensual slippery possibilities there. “Aye, lass, I was only joking.”

      Tressa sighed out her relief, and went back to the business at hand. “I should hope so—in case you had forgotten, it is November, and we wouldn’t last three minutes in that cold. I think we had far better use those fishing dories stacked on the foredeck instead—boats are a far more rational, far less lethal idea than swimming.”

      She stood and shaded her eyes to look forward to the small boats in question, piled one atop the other like peas in a pod upon the deck. “And there appear to be enough of the dories to perhaps…”

      Tendrils of her fine hair were blown in the wind, but his gaze was all for the fierce concentration on her face—it was as if he could see the wheels starting to turn faster, the gears meshing in her mind. “Aye, well done. Go on,” he encouraged her. “Impress me.”

      “A dory is the most practical and logical means of escape—nothing simpler than to tail one off the stern of the lugger but…” She knelt back down at the chart, and measured the distance along the length of the canal with her fingers. “What we want to do is spread out the risk amongst the boats, and therefore increase the chances of success. That’s what I do with the smuggling—divvy the cargoes into different boats and caves.” She squinted at the map, as if she might make it come alive beneath her vision. “Do you know this coast—is this stretch of beach inhabited?”

      “Yes, I know it.” He had done his turn at Channel duty, studying the coast of France through a spyglass for hours on end. “And no—it’s empty dunes.”

      “The perfect place to hide a dory. Is this marsh behind?” She traced her way across the chart.

      “Aye. With scrub and longer reeds than the grass on the dunes.” He had never felt more attracted to her than at this moment when she was brilliant and beautiful all at the same time. He wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms—except that he also wanted her to keep saving his worthless neck.

      “I think we ought to hide at least two of the dories along the coast here, one in the dunes, and another in the marsh, so we’ll have two different avenues of escape.”

      “Excellent.” He never would have thought of having a contingency—he would have simply sailed in by dead reckoning, improvising as he went, and hoping to hell he wasn’t out of his depth. But experience had taught him to understand the distance and time involved. “Although I’m worried about how long it might take to deploy two boats—we’ll have to see if we can manage it just before twilight, because we’ll need to make the canal of the L’Aa at fall of dark but at near high tide. The moon should be three-quarters full and waxing.”

      It was good to know he could come up with a few ideas she hadn’t.

      “Oh, yes. So we’ll have some light reflecting off the sand of the dunes to mark the opening of the passage.” She sat back on her haunches and looked to him. “What do you think? Do you think it will work?”

      “I do, lass.” Matthew could feel the certainty rise within him like the flames of the well-fueled fire he meant to set. “We’ll make pyres in both the holds, well-soaked in lamp oil, but covered with tarpaulins over the combing to keep hidden until the moment. And then we’ll becket the rudder—haul the tiller up tight with a rope to steer her to starboard—so that the bow goes into the dock and the stern swings wide, blocking the passage. And every sailor in the place will leap to their own vessels to try and save them, hopefully abandoning the warehouse to its own bad luck.”

      “Aye.” Her smile was a reflection of their shared pleasure. “Indeed, that is exactly what Sally said happened in Brest—panic spread faster than the fire.”

      “And that is exactly what we want.” Matthew could begin to see it all in his mind’s eye—the hot flames, and the cold water, the chaos and confusion they would sow, the disruption to the enemy nation he had spent the whole of his life fighting.

      He leaned back against the tiller and crossed his feet in satisfaction, as comfortable and pleased with the plan as he had ever been in the whole of his career. “Damn but you’re bloody brilliant at this, Teague. Devil take me if you weren’t born to it.”

      “Am I?” Her genuine surprise was a delight.

      “You certainly do have pirate blood in you, lass, running along with generations of smugglers’ wiles. It’s a miracle that you didn’t take over the whole of the free trade while you were still in the cradle.”

      “I’ve a ways to go before I take over the whole of the trade, but I am nearly twenty. I hope there’s still some time.”

      She was attempting to be light-hearted, but she was an old nearly-twenty with those weary, seen-it-all-before, never restful eyes.

      But something else about her pink-cheeked pleasure at his praise had him asking, “Has no one never told you that? Surely they told you that in the caves? If you planned out the receipt of cargoes anything like you’re planning this out, you’re a bloody wonder.”

      “It’s just what I do.” She shrugged the compliment off. “There’s no time for compliments, only for the job at hand. When I have the very livelihood of half the village in my preview, it’s my job to get it right—no one ought to give me a compliment for that.” She shook her head as if warding off the very idea. “If I wasn’t good enough I wouldn’t get the job done.”

      The free traders of Bocka Morrow might not give her the compliments she was due, but he would. “You’d have made a hell of a sailor.”

      She gave him that sleepy, self-possessed smile that, for some reason he could not yet fathom, fired his blood. “I thought I was making a hell of a sailor.”

      “You are Tressa Teague, you are.” He very nearly let the tiller go so he could pull her flush to his chest and kiss the bright exactitude from her lips.

      But he did not. Instead, he held on to his rekindled admiration, enjoying the new sensation. He had never before felt something so…fraternal toward a woman. No, what he felt wasn’t brotherly, but something more like camaraderie. Whatever it was, it was something he had never felt for a beautiful young woman he fancied.

      It was an astonishing discovery—and he liked it. “I wonder what they’ll make of you?”

      “The French? I should hope I never find out what they would think of me. Oh, and we should put provisions—food and water at least—in the boats we hide if we mean to sail them back across the Channel.”

      “Agreed—we’ll leave nothing on the lugger that we might need.” Matthew laughed. He liked her wry sense of humor as well as the fact that she was always thinking—she couldn’t seem to stop herself. “No—I meant what my family will think of you. Though I don’t know which ones of them are at home at present, besides Grace and her children.”

      It was always something of a delight to come home to Cliff House and discover one or another of his brothers even temporarily in residence. “Grace keeps the home fires burning, as it were, while the rest of us come and go, on cruise and off.”

      “I know—or rather I know of Lady Grace from your sister’s letters. But…” The unguarded animation stilled on Tressa’s face. She turned away to look out over the bright water to the land passing under the larboard rail. “I should prefer not to meet them in Falmouth. I can’t meet them now.”

      It was a simple enough statement, said without any rancor or petulance, but it struck him then in a way it had not before—the precariousness of her position. She had left her family, and all her friends and had thrown herself in with him. And while their agreement might make all the sense in the word to the two of them, it would probably find no favor from the world at large. Perhaps not even with his unconventional family. “If you know Sally, you will know that she would be the last person to question your coming aboard with me. And after all your correspondence with her, she will be disappointed in me if I don’t bring you to see her.”

      “Perhaps,” she said, but her gaze, which had always met his head-on, turned away over the sea. “When shall we reach Falmouth?”

      “Before evening. Another six hours of easy sailing.” The wind was high, the sky was bright, and the sun shone clear in the late autumn sky. There was nothing to blight their prospects—nothing but the worried frown pleating itself between her brows.

      “You mustn’t worry about them, Tressa,” he assured her.

      It was a pleasure to say her name, to allow himself the intimacy of that privilege. And it made him want other intimacies as well.

      He reached for her hand, and brought it to his lips. “We’ll be fine, Tressa. I promise.”

      She finally laughed, but her bittersweet smile did him in. “Don’t make promises you know you might not be able to keep, Kent. We neither of us know what the morrow will bring.”

      “It will bring victory.” That was his captain voice, full of certain charm and confidence to inspire his men. But she was too smart to believe his bluster—she had already seen through his charm. “Listen to me, Tressa. I have always been happy to go to perdition quite comfortably all on my own, but I have never once led my men into a danger I didn’t think they could face. But if this is a danger you don’t think you can face, I will very gladly set you off safely in Falmouth until I can retrieve you.”

      Her answer was immediate. “Oh, no. You’ve got the danger all wrong, Kent. I don’t mind the French at all.” She pointed her face into the wind and closed her eyes. “It must be that pirate blood you accused me of having. I’ve made my choice, and I know what I’m doing.”

      Devil take him, he was glad of it.

      Because he wasn’t sure at all of what he was actually doing.
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      Matthew Kent did something he had never done before—he let his heretofore un-exercised scruples be his guide. For Tressa’s sake, he reined in his strong impulse to visit his family, and instead, once they were anchored in the quiet shallows of the River Fal, satisfied himself in only rowing to Falmouth quay, and sending word—to be taken up to the house on the Cliff Road the next morning, after they had upped anchor and made their way eastward toward Portsmouth.

      After it would be too late to stop them.

      Yet despite his uncharacteristic discretion—or perhaps because it was uncharacteristic—word reached Cliff House anyway, because no sooner had he purchased a hot pot of stew from a quayside alehouse and rowed back out to the lugger with his thoughts running more characteristically to the long, tall, brilliant, beautiful girl awaiting him below deck, than he was hailed from across the water.

      “Ahoy, Kent!” It was his friend, former shipmate and brother-in-law David Colyear rowing out mercifully alone.

      “Col.” Matthew greeted his friend, clasping his hand to bring him aboard. “Good to see you, man.”

      “The same. Although I gather from this present mischief you’re up to some ruse?”

      Col knew him too well, but there was no profit in denying it. “Indeed.”

      Col gave him a meticulously assessing look. “Do I want to know about it?”

      For a long moment, Matthew contemplated turning the whole of his plan over to Col, who was at least as meticulous a planner as Tressa Teague. And what a thing it would be to have Col by his side again—the plan would be assured of success were the man who had burned out Brest by his side. “I’m taking a page out of your book.”

      And Matthew’s niggling scruple that he ought not put Tressa any closer to harm’s way would be satisfied if he could trade her for Col. With Tressa safe with his family at Cliff House, he and Col could set the enemy aflame without a flicker of worry.

      “I hope it’s a different book—Sally is with child.”

      There was a horrible strained silence that rang in his ears—Matthew was sure he could not have heard his old friend aright. “My sister Sally?”

      Col’s stern mouth twisted up in a wry, one-sided smile. “Have you another sister I know nothing of?”

      “No.” Matthew knew he was gaping like a netted pilchard, wide-eyed and gasping for water. “But how—” He would have thought his sister Sal the last woman on Earth who would want to have a child—she would have to give up sailing with her husband and live at Cliff House with Grace from now on.

      “Well,” Col said in his clam, wry way. “If you don’t know how it’s done by now, Matts, I’m afraid there’s no hope for you.”

      But Matthew was too astonished to be embarrassed. “Col. Be serious. A baby?”  Matthew’s mind boggled with the implications.

      “Yes. That’s what we old married people seem to do—fall in love and be happy and have babies. Cliff house will soon be full of them, for Dominic’s wife Georgiana is also due later this winter.”

      “Well, damn me.” Matthew felt utterly becalmed, as if all the wind had run out of his sails. To be fair, it had been nearly six years since his bother and Georgiana had been married— nearly as long as Col and Sally. “I suppose the fairer question would be, what took you so long?”

      “There are ways of planning these things, Matts,” Col went on in his easy baritone. “But if you don’t know that either, I really do fear for you out in the world.” Col shook his head in mock sadness. “Time and tide wait for no man or woman—Sally’s five and twenty now, and I am no longer by any stretch of the imagination a fresh-faced young lieutenant. But we’ve earned a fortune enough in prizes that we have the means to support a family now. So that’s what we are doing.” Col glanced back across the deck toward the small after-cabin. “As to what in hell you are doing, I reckon there are only two choices—either what you plan is illegal, unsavory, or dangerous. Or it involves a woman.”

      Matthew may have had his flaws, but generally, when he wasn’t trying to root out traitors, lying wasn’t amongst them. “All women are always dangerous.”

      Col let out a long low whistle. “God’s balls, Matts, have you lost your mind?”

      “I have not.” He said it to convince himself as well as his friend. “I have a plan.”

      “You?” Col scoffed. “You’ve never made and kept a plan a day in your life.”

      “Don’t act so shocked—I can plan things out you know.” With Col, Matthew couldn’t always tell when his friend was taking the piss out of him.

      But Col seemed serious. “Not in my experience.”

      “Come now.” Matthew’s pride objected. “I’ve been a Post captain nearly as long as you. I’ve learned from my experience.”

      “Your recent rebuke and reposting from the Admiralty said otherwise, though I hear from Grace and Owen that you are to be congratulated—that your time in the hinterlands of the west coast was well spent and ultimately successful. But why in hell you would want to jeopardize that success with a dubious scheme involving a woman?”

      Because she wasn’t just a woman.

      There was nothing Matthew wanted more in that moment than to tell Col all—to tell him about Teague, and her plan, and pull out the chart and pore over the escape she had hatched—just so he could see the look of astonishment and admiration on Col’s face.

      But for the second time that evening, Matthew Kent thought beyond the small reach of this own needs and ambitions—to Tressa Teague’s tenuous position. And to the risk that surely outweighed the reward for Col and his new family.

      As little as Matthew liked the idea of putting Tressa in harm’s way, he now liked putting Col there even less—to put Col at risk was also putting Sally and their baby in jeopardy.

      And Matthew would not do that. “Don’t worry yourself about me—it’s just a jape, a bit of fun to impress a girl—a free trader,” he added, lest his brother-in-law ask any other questions about the lass’s identity that Matthew did not want to answer.

      “A smuggler? You surprise me—I thought you were working against the free-traders and their law-breaking, revenue-dodging ways.”

      “I was working to root out a traitor, and needed the smuggling confraternity’s help. Her knowledge was invaluable, as it is for my next”—Matthew chose his word carefully—“mission.”

      “An official, Admiralty mission, or another foray against orders?”

      “You know better than most that I would never purposefully go against orders.” There was only so much abuse his pride, and his innate sense of duty, would withstand. But he didn’t want Col to worry. “I’m just having a bit of fun before I return to Portsmouth and take up my command—I’m bound for the West Indies squadron.”

      “So I hear. And I congratulate you—your father’s old command. You must be pleased.”

      “I am.” Or at least he had been. Funny how he hadn’t thought of that command in days.

      Col leaned on the rail for a long moment of silence. “I have to get back. I sneaked out, and if Sal finds I’ve gone off without her to meet you—which she will, because she’s Sally Kent who has a nose for what goes on in a ship or a house or a town—and there will be the devil for me to pay.”

      Matthew clasped Col’s hand. “A pleasure to see you, my friend.”

      “I wish it were more pleasure and less worry.” Col shook his head. “Just promise me that you’re not going to jeopardize your new command to impress a girl—a smuggler, for God’s sake, who cannot be worth your effort.”

      “It’s not like that, Col,” Matthew said. She wasn’t like that.

      And she was well worth any risk—even to his beloved career.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Tressa stayed seated near the top of the companionway ladder until their conversation faded from earshot.

      Just a ruse. A jape to impress a girl—a smuggler.

      The words burned into her until she was so hot with the mortification of betrayal she couldn’t breathe. She had believed he had been treating her as an equal. She had believed he was different. She had believed there was a special art of understanding between them.

      She retreated to the small after-cabin, listening for the sound of his sea boots on the companionway ladder.

      “Teague?” He smiled when he saw her. As if nothing were wrong. “I got us some stew from the quay, but I fear I’ve let it run cold.”

      She set herself to face him. “Having too much fun?” She could hear the scalded sarcasm that heated the edge of her voice to a rolling boil. “If you were trying to impress me, Kent, you’ve failed miserably.”

      He stilled, the way a smart man might when he sensed danger. “Oh, damn. What did I say?” But he held up a hand, as if he were mentally replaying his conversation in his head. “Damn me for an ass.” He ran his hand through his hair as if that would help clear his obviously malfunctioning brain. “I didn’t mean it in the way you think—I said that because I wanted to protect you—”

      “I don’t need your protection, Kent. I need your respect.”

      He stilled again, as if she had finally managed to shock him. “You have my respect. I would not be here—on this ship by your request, not up with my family at Cliff House—nor even contemplating this frankly dangerous ruse unless I had respect for your foresight and abilities.”

      This statement—along with the apparent sincerity in his voice—took some of the heat from her hurt. But not all.

      She crossed her arms over her chest in the hopes of holding the pain of disappointment within, of reasserting her faculties of reason to answer for the problem. But the problem was that she’d got her feelings hurt, and there wasn’t much room for reason in that. “Then why did you not voice that respect to Captain Colyear. You purposefully misled him.”

      “Yes. Quite purposefully—you said you preferred not to meet them, so I purposefully did not say your name in case they recognized it—even if Col didn’t, both Sally and Grace surely would. But I understand now, how that might not seem respectful, but I meant my words to have the opposite effect. You have my apology—I can think as fast as the devil himself when I’m commanding a ship, but in affairs of the heart, I’m afraid I’m entirely an ass.”

      Tressa was sure she wanted to say something reasoned, but could not—she had not really heard another word after affairs of the heart. “I— Thank you.”

      But he was not done with her—she had slighted him as well. “Respect goes hand in hand with trust, Tressa Teague.” His voice was low and quiet and deeply personal. “And you have to decide right now, this night, whether you trust me, or not.”

      This was the most important thing he had ever said to her, because it was also the truest—though she had needed him, and been charmed and attracted to him, she had never completely trusted him. “Can you give me any good reason why I should?”

      “Yes.” He was all determined seriousness. “Because there will be no medals or preferment or even mention of my name in Admiralty dispatches no matter how well or how badly we do on the morrow. Because the only thing that I will get from this misadventure—the only thing I want—is your company and the satisfaction of knowing that we did what we set out to do. Do you understand?”

      “Not exactly.” He was overthrowing every conception she had made about him. She understood and respected his ambitions. For him to foreswear those ambitions now, made no sense to her.

      “This adventure is ours, and ours alone. The Admiralty will never know I was involved even if we do manage to burn down half of France.”

      “Then why are you doing it?” Her heart and her pride—all of her hopes—rested upon his answer.

      “Because your idea was good, and worthy—too worthy to disregard. And because the things I value more than anything else are loyalty and friendship. You gave me both of those things, and I am to pay you back in kind.”

      The struggle between her heart and her pride was excruciating. “What you feel for me is but loyalty and friendship?”

      “No buts about it.” He spoke solemnly. “My heart beats true, Tressa Teague. If you stay true to me, I will be true to you.”

      Ah, but for that to happen, she could have to have the courage to be true to herself.

      The moment stretched out too long without her answer.

      Matthew tried to smile over his frown, but gestured to the wall of four curtained bunks set into the stern. “Best get some rest. You’ll need it in the morning.”

      And he disappeared back up the ladder.

      She was still awake, still wearing all of her clothes though she was in one of the bunks, staring into the dark behind her curtain, when he finally returned below deck. She listened to the small rustling sounds that signaled he was disrobing—the slide of fabric across his shoulders, and muted staccato of buttons popping free, and the heavy clunk as boots were levered off.

      Tressa’s breath stopped up hot in her chest as she waited for him to push the curtain over, or press his weight into the thin cotton mattress, or speak her name again.

      But none of those things happened—instead she heard him climb into his own bunk, and settle himself in on the other side of the thin wall.

      And she was left staring into the darkness, wondering if she really had got him all wrong—whether he was there only for the glory. And whether she was there only for the money.

      Morning came before she had fully made up her mind.

      In the dark before the dawn, Matthew was up, rapping on the wooden partition between their bunks. “Out and down, Teague. Show a leg and roust out.”

      Tressa came abruptly awake, and drew back enough of the short curtains to find him already up and shoving his feet into sea boots, and thrusting his arms into the sleeves of his sea coat by the light of a single lantern.

      “Well, damn my eyes if you need any more beauty sleep, Tressa Teague—if you get any more beautiful I’ll go blind.” He rubbed his hand across his face as if he could chafe some clarity into his eyes before he stood and faced her. “Well, what’s it going to be?”

      Tressa didn’t pretend to misunderstand the question. She unfolded herself from the bunk as elegantly as possible—which was probably not the least bit elegantly at all. And though her mouth felt dry and full of cotton, and her heart was hammering in her chest like a church bell, she made her decision. “I’ll stay. I want to stay.”

      “You’re sure?” He came forward in the lamp light so she could see the glint in his eyes— the pleasure and satisfaction he did not otherwise show. “There can be no doubts, no mistrust from here on out, Tressa. We have to be able to rely upon each other without question.”

      She was back to being Tressa to him. That was enough for now. “Aye.”

      It was as if she had lit the wick of his merry charm. “Then I need you on deck within five minutes to up anchor, my Teague.” He tossed her a smile and started up the companionway. “Extra points if you know how to make coffee.”

      “I don’t. I’m not in the least bit domestic. But I brought apples with me for breakfast.”

      His answer was a laugh that warmed her in a way her heavy cloak could not. “Devil take me if I ever want you to be.” He reached down to hand her up the stairs, and take a great chomping bite of the apple. “Pendragon red. Ought I to ask if it’s enchanted?”

      It was her turn to laugh. “It’s only enchanted if you believe.”

      “And what do you believe?”

      “That we make our own fates if we but have the courage to do so.”

      He kissed her hand. “Then come stand to the tiller, my courageous friend, and make your fate by letting her into the wind as she bears.” And with one last glittering glance, he disappeared forward to see to the anchor.

      As soon as they were out into deep water, and making way up-channel with the sails set to catch the brisk following wind, Matthew came aft. “I’d forgotten what a pleasure it is to sail so simply—to feel the pull of the sheets beneath my own hands instead of standing on the quarterdeck calling out orders.”

      “The burden of being the captain—all the responsibility and none of the pleasure?”

      His laugh was infectious. “You understand me perfectly. Though I’m sure my crews think a captain’s job is nothing but pleasure. And they would be right if they could see me now, mid-channel on such a day, with the wind blowing thirty knots for France with a pretty lass by my side.” He checked the lay of the sails, taking the gauge of the wind whipping them eastward. “We’ll make Calais this day, if I’m any judge.” He turned back to her. “Still no regrets?”

      “I only regret that I mistrusted you.”

      She surprised him—his brows rose and his eyes widened before he quickly turned to humor. “I have great hopes that I can prove myself yet. And to do so, I’d best set to work.”

      As there were only two of them, Tressa’s work—staying at the tiller and keeping them resolutely sailing east by northeast—was the far easier. Matthew bore the full brunt of the effort to amass every single piece of tinder or fuel that wasn’t integral to the hull and pile it into the two forward holds that normally held nothing but nets and pilchards.

      He came aft now and again to check with her and eat the bread and cheese she had provisioned. “I’ll be glad enough to set this tub on fire. I don’t think I’ll ever get the stink of pilchards out of my nose, no matter how the men scrubbed and holystoned the hell out of those holds.”

      Tressa had to laugh at such fastidiousness from such a man—the sturdy sea coat he was wearing against the chill wind must have been old and used the first time he put it on. “This ship hardly smells at all, but I suppose I’ve become inured to the stink of fish—I’ve lived within whiffing distance of the quay and the pilchards all my life.”

      He had no objections to such a low situation. “You’re a rare lass, Teague.”

      And he was a rarer man, still. How many other men of her acquaintance or experience would have asked, let alone agreed to take her on? How many decorated frigate captains would be happy to have someone like her—a woman and a smuggler—pilot them up-channel? How many men would have agreed to give up a sizable portion of their prize money without being asked?

      Not that she didn’t think she deserved the payment—and she was certainly earning that money all over again by going on with him now. But she was also getting the adventure and the control she had always craved—for the first time in her life, she felt as if she were very much in charge of her own fate.

      She had could only hope the French cannon weren’t going to change that.
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      Tressa had told him twice that she had no regrets, but she was wrong—regret hit her hard in the chest the moment the mouth of the canal of Gravelines gaped at them like a black maw between the ghostly white of the moonlight off the dunes.

      She should never have suggested this scheme. She should never have come with him to carry it out. She should never have thought she was brave enough for such a thing. Because this night she might well and truly die, and the thing she regretted the most was that she had not spent the past two nights making mad, passionate love to Matthew Kent.

      And it was too late now. She was committed.

      “Point her dead in, Teague, and hold steady as she goes.”

      Tressa swallowed the misgivings that were lodged like a hot stone in her throat, and nodded. “Aye.” She peered hard at the sliver of dark that rose and fell between the bow rail and the jib above, and gripped the tiller until her knuckles shone white against the polished wood.

      This was what she had wanted—responsibility, equality, and above all, respect.

      They had already made all the arrangements they possibly might before they had run out of time—they had only been able to hide one dory in the dunes before the early winter sunset had made it too dark to chance any further landings. The distances that had looked so conquerable on a map had proved daunting in reality.

      Matthew had already lowered the spanker sail aft, leaving it slack against the deck where it would serve as fuel to feed the fire, and was trimming the other sails, adjusting them to the changing wind direction as the lugger passed into the lee of the land.

      “Good lass.” He called encouragement from amidships. “Steady on. Coming in nicely. Eyes ahead on the unfamiliar way up the canal, while I look busy at the sails. That’s it.”

      He let out more slack so the ship slowed, just as it ought, as they passed through the dunes and under the loom of the dual fortifications of Fort St. Philippe.

      It felt as if a hundred pairs of eyes must be looking down at them, weighing out the cut of their rig, sizing her up in a spyglass. Tressa’s heart was hammering like a church bell inside her chest, and she felt hot and cold all at the same time as a fine sheen of perspiration broke out along the line of her spine under the sturdy wool of her gown, chilling her to the bone.

      She calmed herself as she always had during a smuggling run—by going over the plan in her head. She would keep to her station until they were in sight of the warehouse, whereupon Matthew would throw back the tarpaulins covering the hold, light the pyre, and come take the tiller while she went into the dory tailed off the stern, stepping the mast while he tied off the tiller before joining her.

      What came after that would be improvisation and making the most of the circumstances as they happened—something he had considerably more experience with than she did.

      But what came next was entirely unexpected—Matthew ran back to her, his blue eyes dark and shining under the moon. “New plan.” He started working a rope around the bulwark to becket the tiller, and hold it steady so she didn’t have to. “I’m putting you off.”

      He grabbed her upper arm and hauled her toward the taffrail. “Now.”

      “No,” she objected immediately. “I can do—”

      He hustled her to the rail, implacable. “The channel is too narrow. You’re taking the dory and heading to the marsh now, do you understand?”

      “No.” She could not go off without him. She had no talent for improvisation. Without the plan to follow, she would be—to use an unfortunate phrase—dead in the water.

      It was as if he didn’t hear her. “Row for the marsh immediately,” he ordered. “Hide there, and I will meet you.”

      Her fingers were losing their grip under his stronger pressure. “When?”

      “Wait no longer than daylight. Judge for yourself whether to row out of the marsh or head across to the dune to take the other boat across the channel. But no longer than daylight.”

      He all but tossed her over the taffrail, and she clambered into the boat tailed off the stern, trying to gain her balance and still hold on to his hand as if it were a lifeline. “But what about you?”

      His face was shadowed above her. “Daylight, do you hear? Promise me.” He gripped her arm hard, as if he were prepared to shake the oath from her if need be.

      She had never been so terrified in all her life. “I promise.”

      His relief was audible. “I love you.”

      She could not have been more shocked if he had thrown her into the icy water—everything within her was a turmoil of hot and cold all at the same time. A painful, glorious lump rose in her throat, stopping her speech.

      Tressa had understood that he was attracted to her and even admired her. But love—love was more than she had hoped. And certainly more than she had bargained for, though her heart swooped and sang like a lark at break of day.

      But there was no time to say anything—he let her go, pushing her away, yanking the painter free, and she was alone in the stern of the dory, watching the lugger sail away down the canal.

      Dead in the water.

      And hoping to heaven he wasn’t planning to become the same.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Matthew’s relief was a physical thing—an easing in his chest that allowed him to breathe freely. Now that he knew she was safe, he could finish what she had so capably started without regard for what happened next. Now that he had spoken, he could face whatever danger lay ahead with a clear conscience and a clean heart.

      It had all started to go too fast. He had expected the strange feeling of speed—he had been through enough battles to know that time was a strange beast, as fickle and untamable as a bumblebee, alighting one moment and flitting on in the next. But it had never felt so out-of-the ordinary before, as if the bees might sting him to death before he could accomplish what they had set out from Bocka Morrow to do.

      But all he had really set out to do was get the girl.

      Matthew forced all thoughts of strange, nonsensical girls and bumblebees from his head—he had to put the flame to the readied pyre. He threw the lit lantern down into the hold, letting it crash and splatter to catch the oil soaked rags stuffed amongst the hempen ropes and wooden furniture and torn-up deck fittings, before he ran back to the let the mainsail down just enough so the foot of the sail dangled down into the flames, adding the dark canvas as fuel to the fire.

      And then the wind caught the flames pushing them up the canvas, spreading the flickering destruction climbing the mast and dancing down lines. The fire grew, blossoming out from amidships like a greedy orange flower, consuming the foredeck.

      Around him the air turned hot and gusty—the fire making its own wind, the flames pulling the air into the vortex of heat and light. That wind blew into the foresail, pushing the lugger faster until the flames leap across the divide and began to lick at the foresail and jib.

      A cry went up from somewhere ahead. “Au feu!”

      Figures started to appear at the side of the canal as the light from spreading fire illuminated the quay. The dock ahead was crowded with a cluster of ships, and Matthew aimed hard for their dark hulls, waiting until the last possible moment, when the lugger begin losing headway, before he pushed the tiller wide, spinning the little ship so she would ram headlong into the small space between two larger vessels, waiting to make sure, bracing for her blunt bow to smash into the stone and wood of the wharf.

      The impact of the crash pitched him forward at the same time that the charred, smoking mainmast was cast forward to land on the hidden, but loaded, forward guns in a shower of splintering spark.

      Before he could brace himself a second time, the guns fired off, exploding one right after the other, blowing a path of death and destruction into the warehouse.

      Around him the world erupted into flame.

      And Matthew did the first sensible thing he had done in days—he pitched himself headlong over the side and into the sea.
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      He came up sputtering and gasping in the frigid air, already half numb with the cold—the icy water cut through his chest like a knife making it painful to breathe.

      Matthew struck out for the opposite bank, which was darker and less inhabited, though the larger of the two forts was on that side. No matter, for behind him all was shouts and confusion as crews were rallied to fight the fire as sparks rained through the air.

      The sparks were immediately followed by the crack of a gunshot—the water ahead of him flew upwards in a spout.

      Experience pushed him under, diving as deep as he dared, to stay safe from the shot while he tried to gauge his direction through the water. But the cold made his lungs grow tight and hard with the effort to swim as far as he could before he was forced to the surface again.

      Another cracking gunshot and he dove, trying to stroke in a different direction to confuse the enemy shooter, north along the canal, but in the dark murk of the water he could not be sure of his way. His hands hit mud, and he was forced upward again to find himself within yards of the bank—the dockside bank.

      A volley of shots had him throwing himself back under the inadequate protection of the freezing water once more. But in the all too brief time he had been gulping in air, he had glimpsed the wooden pilings that buttressed the embankment above. He might be safe there out of gunshot range—enough to catch his breath and decide what to do next before the structure might catch fire and collapse above him.

      And generally, it were best if he were on the same side of the canal as Tressa and the marsh. And while he knew without a doubt his current situation could not in any way be called a good plan, he was sanguine with the knowledge that had Tressa and the boat still been with him, they would have been shot out of the water.

      He might be still.

      It was getting harder to swim, harder to make his body move in the cold. Harder to think rationally—not that he had ever been any great shakes at rational thought. But he knew enough now in the small animal part of his brain that he needed to go to cover, to get out of the heat-sapping water and move his body to keep himself warm.

      He crawled beneath the embankment, clambering onto a slanted piling to get himself above the sucking mud, to hide in the dark, beyond the reach of the orange shimmer of light reflecting over the water. But even under the embankment, and only a hundred yards from a blazing hot fire, the wind seemed to slice through his wet wool clothing. If he didn’t get dry and out of the wind, he was going to have a bloody hard time of it.

      He listened for a time as the conflagration some small ways down the canal seemed to grow—he could hear the snapping and crackling of the flames, and smell the bitter stink of ash on the wind. He could also hear the cries and pounding of feet on the wooden planking above as men rushed to and fro.

      Out in the middle of the canal a raft of other smaller boats were attempting to make their way around the stern of the flaming lugger before the tide stranded them on the other side. Perhaps in the confusion he might be able to make it out to one of them, and hope they were an English crew.

      And then there was one boat, apart from the others sailing into the teeth of the exodus. A boat piloted by one long, tall, disobedient girl.

      “Tressa.” He croaked her name as he flung himself back into the icy water, and tried to make his way toward her. But she sailed on, and he had overdrawn his strength.

      “Teague.” He couldn’t follow her, and when he turned to go back under the pilings, feared he wouldn’t make it either.

      Devil take him if he were going to drown within eight feet of the damn bank. No matter if his legs felt leaden, and the wool of his clothing grew heavier and heavier, pulling him down. He would make it. He would take it slow and easy and float if he had to rest.

      And then his head was jerked back, his hair tangled in some unseen snag.

      He reached back—

      “Stop struggling,” a voice hissed, as it hauled him up by the hair. “Give me your hand.”

      It was his Tressa, thank the devil, white as a sheet, her face drawn and set as she dragged him over the counter of the little dory like a beached dolphin, flopping and gasping at her feet.

      “Stay down.” She threw a heavy woolen blanket over him. And he felt something else drape against his back—netting, he supposed from the pilchard harvest.

      And there was nothing he could do but gasp and shiver and curl around the skinny warmth of her legs and ankles and wait for her to take them to some sort of safety.

      And set himself to still be alive when she did.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Oh, heaven help her, but his hands were ice cold where they tried to grasp her ankles. If Tressa had been frightened before, she was utterly terrified now. And she had never felt so alone, even with Matthew safely hidden in the bottom of the boat.

      She could feel his shivered convulsions, and was half afraid the men in the nearby boats making their escape up the canal could see the blanket move. She did what she could to camouflage the wet heap of man curled at her feet—shifting her cloak to fall a certain way, and pulling some of the netting from the sternsheets bench where it had been stowed.

      And thank heavens there had been an old woolen blanket under the pile of netting—the bulk of the provisions she had planned for the dories were in the boat still hopefully hidden in the dunes. Which was where they had best go—she had no confidence in her ability to pilot them across the channel in an open boat at this time of night. The wind had shifted, blowing cold out of the northeast—a frigid Baltic storm would soon be upon them.

      On second thought, the marsh would be more protected. The vast majority of the other boats scuttling about the canal were hauling up on the mud and sands on the opposite bank, well away from both the fire and any need to help fight it—each for their own safety under fire.

      Tressa kept her hood up to cover her blond head, and steered in the wake of a boat still bearing out of the canal, but as soon as they had passed beneath the scrutiny of the entry forts, she set the dory skimming across the shallows that wound through the tidal marsh, finding shelter and cover in the tall reeds.

      It grew harder to make her way as the storm clouds passed across the moon, so all she could do was aim up a narrow ribbon of water that cut through the reeds, leading to a dark thicket of scrub trees.

      “Matthew?” She touched the blanket at her feet. “You can come out now. We’ve made cover in the marsh.”

      “Good lass.” He sounded drunk or sleepy, fumbling a little as he came up from under the blanket. “I should help you.”

      “You can barely stand.” And no wonder—his fingers and skin where she touched him were white with the chill. Tressa had to prop herself under his arms to hoist him out of the boat.

      “Give me a minute, lass,” he said again as his exhausted exhalation curled in the cold air above his head. “Keep me moving for a bit to get me warmed up.”

      “Only to the thicket.” Her own breath came out in a stream of steam from the exertion of his weight as they made their way up to a thicket of scrub pine, long grass and brush. “I have to get the boat.”

      “Tide’s on the ebb. It’ll be fine,” he panted through wreaths of breath.

      “No. I want it for a shelter—it looks to storm. You hunker down here.” She set him with his back to the dune, so he was out of the wind. “Rub your arms as best you can to get your blood flowing. We’ll get you dry as soon as we can.” But exactly how, when the only shelter they were like to get from the coming storm was an overturned dory wedged amongst the scrub, she wasn’t exactly sure.

      For her own part, Tressa was soon growing too warm beneath her clothes from the exertion of hauling the dory up the short incline to the thicket, and inverting it to form a crude shelter. “Here.” She wrapped her cloak around Matthew instead—it would do him more good. “With your ginger hair, you’ll look quite fetching in green.”

      His devil-may-care smile answered before his chattered words. “One tries one’s best.”

      “Try your best to crawl on in there, while I cover up our tracks.”

      “You do that. Though I can’t think,”—he was regaining his strength with every word— “anyone would trace us here. We’ve done well, Teague. I’m enjoying the view.”

      She followed his gaze far across the marsh and the widening sand of the beach to the low city where the flames could be seen leaping high into the night.

      “That sight warms me as well as any fireplace,” he lied on a happy, shivered sigh.

      It was all bravado of course, but Tressa wasn’t about to argue with him—she was too busy thinking and making contingencies, and gauging the moment when the storm might break. The air crackled with more than just the sounds of the fire—off to the northeast flashes of lightning lit the night sky.

      She broke off a branch of scrub pine to erase as best she could the line of the dory’s keel through the sand, though if the rain came as she feared, all traces of their passage would soon be mercifully obliterated.

      She returned up the short incline of the dune to find Matthew had clambered to his feet and was stripping off his soaking wet clothing.

      “Here,” she dropped the branch, and stood behind him, holding up the old wool blanket to shield him from the wind. “Give the wet things to me and take the blanket when you’re done.”

      “I will if it won’t offend your delicate missish sensibilities.”

      If he could laugh in the face of such peril, so could she. “Why don’t you do it anyway, Kent, and we’ll see just how delicate my sensibilities are.”
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      He had often, in the past month, dreamed of Tressa Teague undressing him. But in those delightful imaginings he had not been pale white and shivering like a ginger topped icicle.

      The only thing to do in such an undignified position was laugh at himself, and hope she laughed along.

      Matthew clumsily toed off his boots and peeled down to his small clothes, before he chaffed himself dry with the rough wool blanket. Beside him, Teague never batted a lash, as efficient as a valet, wringing as much icy water as she could from his sopping coat, breeches and stockings.

      “I’d hang them out to dry for a bit in this wind, but I’ve no confidence that the rain will hold off for any more than a few minutes longer.” She gathered the clothes and picked up the branch of scrubby pine. “I’ll pull this in behind us to cover our way. Will that do, do you suppose?”

      “Aye.” He was already warmer without the chilling wet of his clothing—warm and steady enough put his nose to the wind. “I fear you’re right about the rain.”

      In an effort to preserve whatever dignity, or masculinity, remained to him, Matthew did the gentlemanly thing, and after he had covered himself with the blanket, he handed Tressa back her cloak. “Let us get out of this wind.” He gestured for her to precede him beneath the overturned dory.

      They had both crouched down to enter when voices came to them on the wind.

      Tressa froze, listening, and they turned together to see a dot of light—a lantern—bobbing, as if on a boat making its way through the murky marsh. “Soldiers.”

      “Get in,” he ordered, taking the branch from her hands. The instinct to act, to reach for the sword he seemed to have lost in the water, heated his blood more effectively than a bonfire. “Hand me out the gun that should be in the sternsheets.”

      He took the weapon she so efficiently found, but in his position, discretion was surely the better part of valor—better to hide and live to fight another day that to be taken near naked and shivering.

      Matthew inched his way under the cover backward, using the brush to hastily sweep their footprints from the sand. But just as he was positioning the piece of brush to better camouflage their hiding spot, he heard the distinctive patter of raindrops against the overturned hull of the dory.

      “Rain,” he whispered unnecessarily, into the dark of their little space.

      Or perhaps more necessarily than he thought—Tressa exhaled as if she had been holding her breath. “Thank God.”

      Matthew wasn’t quite ready to thank the deity. “It’ll put paid to the fire.” Still they had done as much as they could—they had sowed destruction and confusion amongst the enemy, and in so doing and accomplished what they had set out to do.

      Mostly.

      He said no more but listened, accustoming his tall spine to the space, squashed together with her under the sloping roof of the dory, straining to hear the snatches of the soldiers’ conversations carried to them on the wind, only to be drowned out by a crack of thunder that shook the boat, and made Tressa gasp and reach for him in the dark.

      He kept hold of her hand. “They’ll go back,” he assured her in a low murmur. “I’m sure they had much rather spend the night in a dry barracks than a wet shore.” He let his eager finger follow the line of her arm to her shoulder so he could gather her to him. “We will be saved by the selfish nature of men everywhere, who would rather see to their comfort than their duty.”

      His own comfort was greatly augmented by wrapping the blanket around the two of them together—he warmed by degrees with her lithe torso pressed against his.

      But just when he though his naturally hale animal imperviousness to weather had begun to reassert itself, Tressa began shivering. “I’m making you cold.” He started to slide his arm from her shoulder.

      “No.” She rewrapped herself around his middle. “I’m not cold, really. Just…” Her shivered whisper vibrated with emotion in the dark. “Overwhelmed, I suppose.”

      He heard the fright behind the carefully chosen word, and he understood—he remembered his first brushes with the danger of battle far too well. Those memories, and others he could never hope to forget, would stay with him always.

      And she had been so calm, so steady, so resolute—not only this night, but that night at Black Cove in Bocka Morrow—that he could only admire her resolve in holding her feelings in check for so long.

      He found her forehead to kiss. “The terror can take some like that, after the danger has passed. You’ve done a fine job of keeping it all in, but it has all got to shake its way out. You just let it do so, and you’ll be fine in a moment.”

      “I didn’t think I was afraid. Not for myself. But I was terrified that I had lost you.”

      This he also understood—it was the whole of the reason he had so abruptly put her off the lugger.

      But he was also inordinately pleased that her thoughts had all been for him. “Me?” He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her tight against his side. “Don’t you know you never have to worry about me—for I’ve the devil’s own luck. Everyone says so.”

      “You nearly drowned. And you’re still as cold as a block of ice.”

      “Not quite—I’m warming. You’re warming me.” He let his hands explored the outlines of her head—her chin and face and soft, spilling hair.

      “You were under that freezing water for a horribly long time. And all the while the fire was blazing up, and someone started shooting and everyone ran in a hundred different directions. I’ve never seen the like in all my life.”

      She had to have been far nearer than he thought, to have seen all that. “You’re not very good at obeying orders.”

      She made a rude sound of objection. “How else was I to find you? If you are lucky, you’re lucky that I found you when I did.”

      “So I am.” His finger stroked the long line of her jaw. “And not a moment too soon.” He found her lips and kissed her in thanks.

      She instantly pressed herself to him, kissing him back.

      He was immediately suffused with heat—the heat of desire and want. The heat of life—in the face of danger they would celebrate being alive and together. “Tressa.”

      No matter that he had called her Teague, and talked to her as if she were his lieutenant. No matter that she done better for him than many a lieutenant could. She was not a lieutenant—she was a woman. His woman. “I want you. And I mean to have you now, if you’ll—”

      She cut off his words with her eager lips upon his.

      She gripped the edge of the blanket and levered herself against him, angling her mouth to his, offering him her body without preface. Without condition.

      She kissed him ardently, pressing her lips against his, then shifting to kiss her way along the rough line of his whiskered jaw. And then she came back with her lips upon his, kissing until she was opening her mouth and delving in to taste him.

      And then her hands were no longer on the blanket, but around his neck and in his hair, holding him still and near, so she could whisper in his ear. “Yes. Please.”

      Triumph surged anew through his blood. But he had been rash and impulsive enough for a lifetime—she was too important to rush. “Are you sure?”

      “I am,” was her immediate response. “I want to be with you. Please.” She kissed the very edge of his ear. “If I could have this one chance to be with you, it will be all I ask.”

      “Tressa.” As if she had to convince him. As if he weren’t already determined upon the very same thing. “I told you once before that my heart beats true. You’ve been true to me, and I will be true to you.”
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      Matthew held her for such a long time, his bright eyes glittering but unfathomable in the velvet dark, roaming over her face as if she were a chart he might memorize. And then his finger followed the path of his gaze, carefully outlining each and every curve and plane, brushing lightly over her lashes, skimming along the outline of her lips.

      Tressa couldn’t stand the tender scrutiny. “Please.” She pressed her mouth into the hollow of his throat where his pulse beat strong and steady beneath her lips.

      His arms tightened around her back to draw her hard against his chest. His kiss delved into her mouth, and let his hands roam over her back, until they came up to rake through her hair, cradling her jaw, and holding her still for a hot, heartfelt kiss.

      “Yes,” she gasped in encouragement. She wanted the blistering heat that began to pulse through her veins, warming her enough to drive out the chill of uncertainly.

      He pulled away to look down at her for another long moment, while his hand came back up to stroke her cheek and cradle her jaw, as if to tell her there was no rush. “We’ve all the time in the world.”

      He was wrong, of course. They had so little time—they were still in danger, hiding on an enemy shore, unsure of what the morrow might bring. But she placed her hands over his and tipped her head, leaning her cheek into his hand. Resting there, safe in his arms for a blissful moment, until he leaned away, letting go of her.

      He spread the woolen blanket over the sand before he took her into his arms carefully, reverently, as if she were as fragile as a tea cup, and not a tall tankard of a girl.

      But it was as if he could read her mind. “You are a tall drink of water, Tressa Teague. And I’m parched for the taste of you.”

      He tasted of brandy and warmth and strength. She gave herself up to the kiss, using her lips and tongue to explore the wonder of him, to become one with him, body and soul. To draw him ever nearer, so that even as they kissed, her fingers could explore the broad contours of his shoulders and chest.

      Matthew returned the service, loosening the tie of her cloak and tossing it aside before he took her by the upper arms and began to ease the sleeves of her plain woolen dress from her shoulders.

      “You’re sure?” he asked quietly, as he dropped a kiss on the skin of her shoulder.

      “Yes.” There was no other answer. She wouldn’t allow there to be.

      “Long, tall Tressa Teague.” He laid her down upon the blanket before he stretched out next to her, drawing her torso flush with his, letting his hands skim lightly over the length of her body, up and down her arms, around her face and into her hair. Each touch, each whisper of his breath along her skin, wound down through her belly until the sweet tension coiled throughout her body.

      He speared his fingers through her hair, unraveling her messy braid and spreading the long strands out around her head. He buried his face in it, inhaling deeply.

      Which for some reason made her smile into the dark. “I’m sure I smell of gunpowder and tar.”

      “You smell of danger and excitement,” he countered at her ear. “And you taste of—” He kissed her deeply. “You taste of cleverness and loyalty, which is the sweetest taste there is.”

      She could only smile at so silly and so sweet a comparison. “Better than brandy?”

      His fingers traced the contour of her lips. “Better than everything.”

      He was so tender under all that brash, careless charm. She thought he might say something else, but after a long moment he simply closed his eyes and breathed deeply, before he kissed her again, with slower, more careful kisses, taking his time and relaxing into her embrace. Tressa’s eyes fluttered closed as she gave herself over to the pleasure. Matthew’s hands heated her wherever they touched, gliding over the curve of her hip and smoothing down and around her bottom.

      His lips were at her ear, even as his hands cupped her, the words the same evocative murmur.  “My sweet Tressa. So true.”

      She needed little else to inflame her—the heat of his hands, the touch of his tongue at her ear, all set the inexorable tide of passion rising within her. She felt the strong bone structure of his handsome face beneath her palms, the strength of his passion for life. And for her.

      She was no so naive as to think she was the only woman he had ever loved, but she was the woman he was loving now. He was magnificent, with his blazing red hair and deep blue eyes. He was the man she had chosen—and was choosing now.

      Tressa ran her fingers up the sides of his temples to trace the faint lines of his scowl, so familiar and dear to her now. Her hands delved into his windswept hair, traced the shape of his skull, and down the strong cords of muscles in his neck as she pulled herself back up to his mouth.

      She wanted to be closer, to discover everything there was to know about him. She slanted her mouth across his, deepening the kiss. She wanted and needed to feel the heat of his skin next to hers, to feel the comforting strength of his body wrap around her. To choose her. To need her.

      When their tongues met and tangled in her mouth, Tessa gasped aloud with the sheer joy of the sensations streaking across her skin like lightning. Even her hands felt hot and tingly as she ran them over his body, so different from her own. His skin was warm and inviting, his chest was sprinkled with hair that lightly abraded the sensitive tips of her fingers and palms.

      Her breathing shifted into audible pants that should have embarrassed her, but she was beyond embarrassment, beyond even the recall of reason. Matthew was here, with her, and she would have him now. Now, before anything or anyone else could come between them, or stop them. She would have this one perfect night, so she could live off its memory for years to come.

      Tressa trailed her hands down his long torso, to the edge of his small clothes, growing anxious to hurry him along.

      “I should have shucked those despite your delicate sensibilities,” he growled as he levered himself off her. “We both should have. Come.”

      He came onto his knees beside her. “I want to undress you properly. And make love to you properly with the morning light streaming through the stern gallery, lighting up your skin. But this will do just as well. Even better.”

      She had nothing left of modesty—she went straight to the ties at his waist, grazing her fingers across the growing bulge at the apex of his thighs.

      “Handsomely, now, Teague,” he murmured, on a low laugh, covering her hands with his own, and guiding her hands to clasp him firmly. “Slowly, love. We have all night.”

      “We do not,” she contradicted him on a kiss. “We may be discovered at any moment.”

      “Then we had best be very, very quiet while we bring each other to perfect ecstasy.”

      Ecstasy—it sounded like a faraway island she would never find without a map. She wished in that moment for a map of his body, a topographical study of the intriguing ridge of muscle that ran along his hips and disappeared beneath his breeches.

      She slid her hands down along the muscled path to the button flap, and he growled, “You are a curious lass, aren’t you?” He kissed her again. “I like curious. I like naked and curious even better.”

      He illustrated his delightful point by undoing the buttons at the back of her dress, and helping the fabric to fall with a shush to her waist. “Better,” he whispered as he traced the sensitive undersides of her breasts, before his hands settled to untie her front-lacing stays. “And better still. So practical and well-reasoned, Teague.”

      She smiled even as she kissed him—he would make her laugh even as he made love.

      Tressa helped him along, shimmying out of the stays before she reached for the bottom of her shift and shucked it over her head without a moment of consciousness.

      “Best.” He brushed his palm lightly across her tight nipples, first one breast and then the other, until she felt her flesh contract into an almost painful burst of bliss.

      She gasped and arched her back, pressing herself forward into his hands, even as she put her own hands to work. “Now you. Because I think I’m going to like naked, too.”
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      She was such a woman for him—making him laugh even as she made his cock press heedlessly against the thin cover of his small clothes. He wanted this marvelous girl so badly, he hoped to hell he could shuck them off in time. He had anticipated a slow seduction but devil take him if she wasn’t his equal in this as in all things. “Handsomely now,” he murmured again, but she liked her own way, and the moment he had pushed his small clothes clear of his hips, she had him in hand.

      He used his groan of satisfaction to run the edge of his tongue lightly across the sweet peak of her nipple, wetting the lovely tight bud before he abruptly nipped, abrading the sensitive flesh against the sharp edge of his teeth.

      She cried out in pleasure, her eyes clenched shut tight to absorb the intense sensation, so he rasped the other peak while his hand dove down across the sleek scoop of her belly and into the nest of soft curls between her soft thighs. “And there is best of all.”

      He covered her gasp with his mouth, taking pleasure in the panting sounds of pleasure that rose with each shallow, rapid breath.

      He lifted her with one hand around her back, setting her gloriously long legs to wrap around his waist, wreathing him in the scent and feel of her. She held him tight, as if he were the only solid thing in a sea of flotsam.

      Matthew tumbled them onto the blanket and rose over her, running his free hand all the way down her endless legs, kneading the straining muscles rhythmically until she caught the rhythm and began to move her hips in time, riding his hand as it covered her mound.

      “Handsomely now.” He slowly slid one long finger inside and felt her inner muscles close around him, hot and slick and delicious. She was close—so close he could feel her pulsating.

      God’s balls. Matthew sent up the blasphemous prayer as he leaned over her body to cover her with his weight. To glory in feeling all of her at once.

      She planted her feet against the blanket and pressed upward again as he moved his finger within her, prompting him to move above her, soothing her rising need with the press of his body. He kissed her deeply, his tongue tangling with hers in rhythm with his hands, and when she subsided, he eased another long finger alongside the first. A rush of heat and desire ripped into his gut at the scalding heat of her passage as it closed tightly around his fingers. He tried to move them slightly, to stretch her just a little bit more, so she would be ready for him.

      Tressa let out a gloriously breathy moan and her hips rose off the ground with the gentle pulse of his fingers. She was so bloody close, and he concentrated on grazing his thumb every so lightly against the sensitive nub shielded by her sweet flesh. She arched wildly one last time and he swallowed her cry as her climax shuddered through her.

      Matthew kissed her again and slowly withdrew his hands from her body. She was glorious. He lay next to her and took pleasure watching what little he could see of her face as she drifted on the ebbing tide of her ecstasy.

      Her shattered breathing began to slow and ease, gradually returning toward normal, but he wasn’t done with her yet. Not by a long, long shot. Fate had been both persistent and kind in delivering her to him, and he was damn well going to make the most of the opportunity.

      Matthew wanted her so badly he ached. For her, this long, tall drink of girl in his arms, and he wanted to make the most of the precious time he had with her. The devil only knew what might come of his rapidly changing plans—the plans he didn’t yet know if he could bring to fruition.

      But she was here, now, and they were together, and she was gloriously naked. And she was his and no one else’s.

      He kissed her again, and again his hands delved into the silky glory of her hair, sliding across his palms. He meant to kiss her lightly, to give her time to recover, but she stirred and nuzzled delightfully at his throat, and his lust and his cock rose with each supple stir of her body, every subtle friction of her skin against his.

      Merciless devil, but he couldn’t wait another moment to have her.

      He kissed her more deeply as he settled firmly between her legs, pushing her legs wide with his knees, as he guided himself into her welcoming flesh.

      “Easy. Slowly, love.” he whispered, though there was nothing easy about it—he was nothing but barely controlled impulse.

      He gave in to the need to taste her, taking her nipple into his mouth in a way that made her throw her head back and gasp into the night.

      And damned if he wasn’t smiling, too. His hand replaced his mouth at her breast when Tressa pulled his mouth up to hers, kissing him back, sliding her tongue with his as if she wanted the taste, and the smell and the feel of him around her just as much as he wanted her.

      Her body began to move in response to his, her hips shifting languorously beneath him. He pressed up higher on his arms, taking his weight off her, and flexed his hip muscles against her.

      “Oh, better, Kent.” She breathed his name as if it were a prayer. “Better still.”

      Tressa arched into him, and he lowered his head to her breast, suckling her in time with the pulse of his body into her center. She closed her eyes and ran her hands up his arms, kneading the bunched muscles there and across his chest, making him heedless and happy, drunk on her delirious bliss.

      “Do that again.”

      “This?” She ran her hands across his chest again, slower this time, her fingers tracing over his nipples in imitation of the way he had touched hers. “Do you like that?”

      “Aye.” He rose higher upon his knees, pulling her tight against him before he let go of her hips, and molded his hands to cup her breasts. He flicked the tight peaks with his callused thumbs.

      A carnal sound of encouragement and need broke from her mouth as her eyes crashed shut.

      He felt it too, the crashing wave of pleasure pooling deep into his belly. His breath began to saw in and out of his chest, and his vision began to narrow until there was nothing else but her. Her beauty. Her body. Her bliss.

      He wanted to hold her again, to feel her energy, the heat of her desire, so he ran his hands down over her hips and around to her bottom, tracing the swift curve of her sweet arse with his palms, kneading her flesh as he rose up upon his knees. He surged into her, stronger and stronger, feeding the need, stoking the fiery heat that built where their bodies touched.

      Matthew felt her slipping away, losing herself to the inexorable whirl of sensations. She clutched at his arms, trying to anchor herself against the relentless onslaught of pressure and pleasure, even as she planted her feet flat against the blanket and angled her body higher.

      The pleasure was so intense it was almost pain, almost a burden to hold back. Matthew felt for his coat beside her head, and stuffed it under her bottom, leveraging her up.

      She made a sound of appreciative approval, and pushed her thighs higher, clutching at his arms to anchor herself. And in answer, he drove the breath from both of their lungs with the simple efficacy of lifting her legs flat against his chest.

      And there she was, all sinuous passion and beauty before him. “This, Teague. This is best.” All feeling, all sensation, all emotion converged into the bone deep feeling of ecstasy. “You are best.”
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      The sharp, aching pleasure bolted back through Tressa. She heard a low keening moan and knew it came from her, that it was a sound of approval as much as distress, because it felt so good, too good—a pleasure so intense she could not escape it.

      But Matthew was a vision of power and male beauty. She watched his hands round to her hips and pull her up high against him. She felt a jolt of such intense, joyous pleasure streak through her, and something inside, some last vestige of reason or restraint came untethered and ran riot. Some heady, insistent, intoxicating mixture of greed and joy that rose higher with each escalating thrust.

      She watched him, rising above her with such intensity that her heart felt joined to his. She felt him, apart from her and yet in her all at the same time, and she knew in that instant what it meant to be undone—to let go of every last tie to reason, and give way to the glorious physical wash of upending emotion that shot through her.

      She closed her eyes and felt him stroke his hand down her belly, into the thatch of curls crowning her body where they were joined. He teased his fingers through the hair, then slipped his fingers lower, ever so slightly lower, to the sensitive engorged flesh below.

      Tressa cried out again. It was too much and not enough all at the same time. She had to move, to do more. To find the last drop of ecstasy that was just out of reach. And Matthew wanted to find it too—he pulled her back hard against him, holding her hips still against him as he surged inside her.

      He held her so—so that something changed and sharpened, and it felt so, so good, so incredibly pleasurable that Tressa felt as if she was dissolving into a hundred different pieces of bliss.

      But instead of dissolving, she shattered. Falling to a hundred pieces of exquisite pleasure. And he clasped his mouth to hers just as she screamed.
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* * *

      Pink and grey dawn slanted under the edge of the dory and pierced his eyelids.

      Damn his eyes, was it actually morning? How had he slept through the cold and the storm? Well, he had been occupied with the warm bundle of contradictions spooned against him under the haphazard heapings of clothes and cloak.

      The warm bundle of contradictions who was awake and looking at him with an embarrassed sort of happy satisfaction.

      He smiled, reaching out to gather her to him. “Morning, sweet Teague.”

      “Hello, my captain.” Her smile was everything in his world.

      Except that they were far from the world they needed to return to. “Let us bestir ourselves so I can take my turn at saving us this morning.”

      “About time.” She sorted through the heap of clothes covering them. “Heavens, but it’s cold.”

      Matthew peered out into the unusually bright morning, and hastened to dress himself so he could find what lay outside their cozy shelter. “The storm brought a heavy frost—no, it’s ice.”

      While they had been heating themselves with love, the storm had brought a rime of ice that coated the shoreline in a brittle casing. “At least it should keep the soldiers in their barracks.”

      Tressa followed him out. “Tide’s on the rise.” Her words curled into wisps in the cold air over her head. “I think we should take the blanket, and head across the dunes for the other boat. It has some food—apples and cheese and ale—although they might be frozen.”

      “Teague, how am I to take my turn to save us, if you will keep using that superior brain of yours?” But he carefully stowed the pistol in his belt, folded up the blanket and tucked it under his arm before he took her hand. “Though I am following your superior plan, I will insist on the navigation—this way.”

      He led them at a slow run, lest anyone from the fort be raking the coast with a spyglass looking for anything amiss. If they did see them, Matthew hoped they would only see two lovers out for a morning tryst.

      And to lend veracity to his imagined scenario, he stopped and kissed her—a lovely soft, sighing kiss of sweet morning desire. “I cannot wait to get you on the other side of this channel, Teague, and all to myself in a comfortable, warm bed.”

      “Then we had better keep moving if we’re to make it that far, Captain.”

      It was the work of another thirteen minutes to locate the boat and drag it across the beach to where the high tide was cresting. “Get in before you get your feet wet, Teague. And that’s an order.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” Tressa hopped nimbly over the low rail, muttering, “I’d much rather take the tiller and captain the boat than try to captain you.”

      “Get in,” Matthew growled, following her into the boat before the water could get higher than his boots—after last night’s frigid dunking Matthew was loath to get that wet and cold again. A sailor was far more likely to perish from exposure than he was from a cannonball.

      But Tressa kept him from getting wet by her efficient competence—she already had the mast stepped and the sail filling with wind by the time he was seated in the sternsheets. All he had to do was take up the tiller and head them straight into the cold, blue-grey waves.

      “We’ll head straight for Dover and see what we can get from there—I don’t fancy sailing down channel in an open boat in this weather.” The worst of the storm had left its icy rime on the coast, but the sky was still an ominous bone-cold grey—packed tight with brooding clouds—and the wind blew as if it had come straight from the frozen coast of Norway.

      “Aye.” Tressa gathered the edges of her cloak tighter against the chill.

      “Come sit with me. We’ll make ourselves merry and warm.”

      She readily cuddled up tight, but she was not the sort of lass who could be idle. “Shift yourself for a moment, I want to get a glass out from under the seat.”

      She lifted the hinged counter, and rummaged around until she extracted a spyglass and another stout woolen blanket. “Wrap our legs in this.”

      But Matthew did not take her advice to wrap up, for his attention was taken up with a sleek sloop, bearing down from the west, close-hauled on the larboard tack—something about it alarmed his instinct enough to make him alter his own course so he would not cross its bow.

      But the sloop promptly changed course as well.

      “Do you see that sloop?” Tressa’s instincts seemed to be equally alarmed—he reckoned the sloop was the reason she had fetched the spyglass, which she now trained on the approaching vessel. “Matthew, I think they’re trying to—” She passed him the glass and took the tiller in his stead. “I think they’re trying to hail us.”

      Matthew found the vessel clearly in the glass, raking her bow before he moved to the figure at the rail. “God’s balls. It’s my bloody interfering sister. And her bloody tattling husband.”

      “Sally Kent?” Tressa snatched back the glass.

      “Sally Kent Colyear,” Matthew clarified, “lest you two get any ideas about wandering off to conquer the seas—not that I doubt your ability to do so.” Indeed, if Teague and his sister got together, he shuddered to think of the consequences.

      But on the other hand—they were bound to be so successful, he and Col would likely never have to work another day in their lives. They could keep the navy as a hobby.

      With that particularly idiotic, but amusing idea, winching about his brain, Matthew changed course to fall in with the sloop, and marveled at how lucky he really was. He had always admired how sympathetic Sally and Col were to each other—how their marriage was founded upon principles of respect and admiration. He had envied them.

      Envied them but never hoped to join them. He had thought his sister too unique, too odd. It was too strange to think that there could ever be another lass as ambitious and competent and clever in all the world.

      But here she was, nestled next to him in an open boat on the English Channel at the tail end of a December gale. He’d be a fool if he didn’t marry her straightaway.

      And though Matthew Kent knew himself to be many things, he was no fool.
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      “You’ll like Cliff House, I hope.”

      Tressa was too busy working to calm her nerves at meeting Sally Kent to wonder what had prompted that particularly errant comment. “I’m sure it’s lovely.”

      She was only slightly less anxious about meeting Matthew’s family —after a night of sleeping rough in, and out, of her own clothes—than she had been in Falmouth. But as this meeting appeared unavoidable—and frankly welcome, for she had much rather be tucked up out of the wind on the sloop than freeze in her clammy cloak—Tressa tried to push aside the uneasy feeling swirling in the pit of her belly.

      “Sal had the run of the place for a while, and may again, though Grace certainly likes to have her own way best.”

      “Don’t we all,” Tressa murmured. She was also concerned about what Sally Kent’s husband, Captain Colyear, might make of her after his first erroneous impression.

      But Matthew was still going merrily on. “Grace has no family of her own, you see, so she rather likes having everyone there. She’ll be glad enough of Sally’s company, now that she’ll be home, but she won’t mind at all your coming to live with them.”

      “Live with them. Why should I live with them?” She sounded like a looby, echoing his words. She would go to Cliff House, of course, to convince Sally Colyear and Lady Grace Kent, and whomever else she might, to help finance a cargo, and even the ship that Tressa eventually wanted for her own.

      “All the wives have done it at one time or another.”

      Everything within her strangled to a stop—even her heart seemed to stutter still.

      “Funny how when we were young the house was so full of boys—Sally excepting, of course. And now Cliff House is entirely full of women—Grace and Owen have only girls, like your family.”

      Tressa felt like she must not have attended him properly—she could not make sense of this information. The possibility of what he was saying was too big, too important for her to have missed.

      Half cable away, the sloop hove to, lying into the wind so the smaller boat could approach them. It was now or never. “Kent. Are you by some small mischance proposing to me?”

      Matthew laughed in that merry, mischievous way of his—as if nothing could possibly be wrong. “I suppose I am, though we’ve gone a bit far out of range for a proposal. I’ve no idea how to manage it, for there’s no time for the banns to be read in the traditional manner, and I’ve neither the time nor the money to waste to either go to Doctor’s Commons and make my plea, or pay to get a bishop in my pocket. I don’t suppose you know anything about a common license, do you, being the daughter of a vicar.”

      “Kent. Shut up.”

      “Not that I’m poor—I suppose I ought to have told you that I’ve made a respectable enough fortune that we can afford to marry straightaway.”

      “Kent. For the love of God, please shut up.”

      Mercifully, he did so. But now he was staring at her. “Do you mean to refuse me?”

      “No, actually, I don’t. But I had rather you’d actually asked first.” She meant for them to hash it out properly, betwixt the two of them, and no one else, to come to a right agreement. “So instead, I’ll ask you. Matthew Aloysius Kent—”

      “How in bloody hell did you know that?”

      She tucked her chin down and gave him her most knowing smile. “My darling Captain, don’t you know? I know everything.”

      “God’s balls.” His face clouded and cleared in such rapid succession she could not prepare for what he said next. “Then you know I can’t read.”

      Tressa felt as if the wind had been knocked clean out of her—the cold air hurt to breathe. But at the same time, everything made sense—from his reliance on her knowledge of the smuggling records to his asking her to read the map.

      “You didn’t know.” He closed his eyes and tipped his face skyward as if he wished he could call the words back. But there was no going back on such a revelation. “I mean, I can read, a little. A very little. It’s devilish difficult. Bloody damn hard.”

      “How did you get on as a midshipman, or pass your lieutenancy exams?”

      “Col and Sally—they tutored and hectored me through for the lieutenancy somehow, damned if they didn’t. And the rest I simply memorized through sheer force of will. And when I’m aboard ship, I’ve a clerk and lieutenants to dictate my reports to. That’s why I left Bocka Morrow—to make my report from home. Grace wrote it all out for me from my dictation.”

      “And the incident in Norway?” She had never learned the exact details of the incident that had seen him stripped of his command—the newspapers that carried the Admiralty dispatches referred only to an unsuccessful on-shore assault.

      He shook his head, as if in doing so he might clear the whole of the bad memory from his brain. “My lieutenant was down with a fever, and I couldn’t read the damned orders—it was in a hand so crabbed and scrawled it might as well have been in Norwegian for all I could tell. So I acted without them.”

      “I see.” What she also saw was that Matthew had put the bow of the dory into the wind so they were luffing, bobbing on the waves while the passengers on the sloop stood by impatiently. “Well then, we’d best get aboard.”

      His hand clenched on the tiller. “Teague—Tressa. I need your answer.”

      “No,” she said, because she wasn’t quite ready to let him off the metaphorical hook without some teasing. “It is you who haven’t given me your answer. After all, I am the one who proposed properly.”

      “Do you still want me?”

      “Do you still love me?”

      He took her hand. “I may be nearly illiterate, but I am not stupid.” He kissed her palm. “Of course I love you. With all that I am, and with all that I hope to be with you by my side.”

      “Then, my dear Captain Kent, I think that you have courage and confidence and charm enough to make me want to marry you. And you had better marry me, for I don’t know another woman who could want so badly to be your equal.”

      The look on this face—the relief and excitement and sheer, unadulterated happiness—made her own eyes swim with joy. “Devil take me, Teague, I wouldn’t have you any other way. You, Tressa Teague, are without a doubt my fortune and my treasure.”

      Tressa closed her eyes, and let go of reason and let herself feel. She felt his kiss draw her into the enchanted dreamland that existed between waking and sleep, where every thought gave way to a hundred feelings, and every feeling dissolved into a hundred more sensations of sensual satisfaction.

      A satisfaction that danced over the surface of her skin, whirling through her blood, skipping its way deep into her bones. Beneath the cover of her cloak and the confines of her clothes, her body grew restless—dissatisfied by the constraints of fabric and fashion. Her breasts grew sensitive and tender, longing for a different kind of touch.

      “You had better marry me quickly, Kent. For I shall become quite the fallen woman if you do not.”

      He laughed until tears formed in the corner of his eyes. “Devil take me, Tressa my love, if that doesn’t sound entirely promising.”

      A shout came from the sloop. “Did she say yes?”

      Matthew’s bright gaze was all for Tressa even as he shouted back, “Aye, damn your interfering eyes, she did.”

      “Huzzah!” At the rail of the sloop, Sally Kent cheered in open delight. “Then my dear friend Tressa, let me be the first to wish you happy. You shall and must be a Christmastide bride, for no one else on this blue Earth could be such a match for my merry, mischievous, darling, devilish brother.”
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      The French had a word for it, of course, being the French and the damned enemy, though they were only a day’s sail away across the Channel. The coup de foudre, they called it—the stroke of lightning, the moment of force when everything changed.

      And everything changed again the glorious Christmastide day that long tall Tressa Teague strode out of the vicarage and down the holly and ivy-clad aisle of St. David’s Church, and made an honest man out of him in the presence of both her family and his. All his family, brothers and sisters and husbands and wives attended. Even Richard, who seemed a tad put out not to be asked to conduct the nuptials himself. Yet as his beloved mentor, the Reverend Teague, was conducting the service, he demurred with only the faintest hint of frustration.

      They married on Christmas Eve, at the ungodly and unseemly hour of eight o’clock in the morning, as the Reverend Teague was needed elsewhere in the town or countryside or at Castle Keyvnor to marry some other couples, who could not possibly be as happy or as well-suited as Tressa and Matthew.

      But his bride’s joy was made complete by marrying at home, in the traditional manner, after the banns had been read on three successive Sundays, with all her family there, with her dear, awkward, uncomfortable, but determinedly loyal friend Felicity standing by the altar her as bridesmaid, and her father conducting the solemn service that joined them in wedded bliss.

      There was, in fact so much wedded bliss in Bocka Morrow that Christmastide, that the tiny village’s reputation for being the best place to find true love was already beginning to spread beyond the borders of Cornwall—even Richard spoke interestingly of perhaps taking up the curacy, there—and into the wider world.

      And that was where Matthew was going—back into the wide blue world. With her by his side. Just as soon as she married him. And he got to show her off at the Yule Ball.

      And so he tugged his best dress uniform into place, and stood in nave of St. David’s Church before the altar, instead of up on the parapet of the belfry where Tressa had asked that they be married—the vicar was a liberal man, but not even he would stretch his scruples that far.

      Instead the vicar looked over the top of his spectacles and down the length of his nose, and began. “Wilt thou, Matthew Aloysius Kent—”

      “Aloysius,” she muttered beside him. “It has a ring to it. Perhaps I should start calling you—”

      “You will not,” Matthew muttered back. And then to the nonplussed vicar he said, “I will indeed, Reverend Teague, have this darling, difficult woman to my wedded wife, to live together after God's ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony. I will love her, comfort her, honor and keep her in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, keep only unto her, so long as we both shall live.”

      “Oh, well done, Aloysius,” his bride-in-progress murmured.

      “Don’t count your broadsides before they’re fired, Teague. You’re next.”

      “If you two wouldn’t mind.” The Reverend Teague looked over the top of his spectacles, and down the impressive length of his nose with decided annoyance. “Wilt thou, Tressa Trinity Teague—”

      She shot Matthew a triumphant look.

      “Wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband, to live together after God's ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony. To love him, comfort him, honor, obey, and keep him in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, keep only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?”

      “Aye. Indeed, I will.”

      The relief that soared through his blood must have been joy—joy that at last, all was right with the world, and there was nothing he could not do with her by his side, even escort her to the bloody Yule Ball at Castle Keyvnor later that night.

      He would spend the time in the ballroom happily planning his campaign for what he would do with her later that night, and how they would celebrate long into Christmas morning.

      He had been struck by lightning, and damned if it wasn’t the pleasantest thing.

      Damned if he didn’t have the devil’s own luck.
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      “Well, I can’t say I’m glad to see you, Henrietta, but I suppose you can stay.” Mrs. Bray, the housekeeper at Castle Keyvnor, put down her cup and pursed her thin lips. “The castle is fully occupied at the moment due to all these weddings, so I could do with an extra pair of hands.” She quickly added, ”Not that I expect you’ll want to be paid for the privilege, seeing as I’m giving you free board and lodging.”

      Henrietta smiled sunnily at her maternal grandmother. “I’d be happy to help, and I do appreciate you letting me stay with you over the yuletide season. My wretched baggage is still on a ship somewhere, and my funds haven’t arrived at the bank in Truro, so I am quite done up.”

      “You’ve always been disorganized.” Mrs. Bray sniffed. “There’s a bed for you in the maid’s dormitory. It’s nothing fancy.”

      “Seeing as I grew up following the drum with my father, having an actual roof over my head—as opposed to a leaking tent—is a distinct improvement.” Henrietta attempted to reassure her grandmother, even though she knew the woman thrived on feeling aggrieved. It was one of the reasons Henrietta’s mother Angharad had eloped with a soldier at the age of eighteen and never returned to Cornwall.

      Angharad had died when Henrietta was seven. When her father had the funds, Henrietta had been able to spend the summer months at the castle. She’d loved the place and had run wild making friends with the ghosts, the local children, and the gypsies. When her father remarried, his eminently practical second wife stopped the visits, and Henrietta had acquired at least the basics of civility, such as shoes, stockings, and stays.

      On this cold winter night, those summer days seemed long gone, and her grandmother even sterner, the bitterness of the winter weather etched on her face and set deep in her gaze. They were currently in the housekeeper’s sitting room that formed part of the kitchens in the lower regions of Castle Keyvnor.

      “I will not stay long, I promise you.” Henrietta reached across the table and took her grandmother’s work-roughened hand in hers. “As soon as the roads are passable, I will be off to London.”

      “And what exactly do you intend to do up there, missy?”

      “Well, the first thing I need to do is speak to my father’s solicitor. He wrote me a letter asking me to call on him. I have the address.” She wrinkled her nose. “I cannot imagine why he wants to see me, but I feel I should go.”

      “Your father probably left you a pile of debts and fathered three bastards on the side. Even though he is deceased, I cannot pray for his soul.” Her grandmother raised her chin. “That man ruined my daughter’s life.”

      Henrietta concentrated on sipping her tea as a wave of grief engulfed her. She would not speak ill of the man who had been her whole world for most of her life. He could’ve left her to the coldness of her grandmother, but he’d refused to do that, and had taken her all over Europe—occasionally into danger, perhaps, but he’d never let her down, and he’d loved her mother.

      The clock on the wall chimed nine times. Her grandmother stood and smoothed her hands over her apron. “It’s getting late. I have to be up at six in the morning. Let me show you your room.”

      “Thank you, Grandmother.” Henrietta stood as well, opened the door, and took the tea tray over to the scullery end of the huge kitchen. “I really do appreciate you letting me stay here.”

      Her grandmother paused by the vast kitchen table. “While you are residing in this house, perhaps you would call me by my title, Mrs. Bray? I don’t want the staff to think I’m getting soft in my old age or that you are being too familiar.”

      “Of course, Grand—I mean Mrs. Bray.” As that was how she thought of the woman anyway, it would not be a hardship. “I will do my best to remember.”

      “Then come with me.”

      Henrietta gathered up the heavy folds of her black travelling gown and followed Mrs. Bray up endless flights of narrow stone stairs to the top floor. A howling wind careered along the darkened corridor. The housekeeper tutted as she shut the small, diamond-paned window at the end of the hallway.

      “No matter how many times I close this dratted thing, it always blows open again.”

      As Henrietta paused to regain her breath at the top of the stairs, a ghostly figure appeared behind her grandmother, waving and doffing his plumed hat.

      Henrietta grinned and mouthed the words, “Good evening, Benedict.”

      He winked and disappeared.

      “Here you are, then.” Mrs. Bray unlocked a door and stepped inside. “The maid’s aired the bed last week. We were expecting a lady’s abigail, but she didn’t arrive. I’m also expecting a valet and another gentleman tonight, but they haven’t turned up either.”

      “I’m sure they’ll appear at some point.” Even with the window closed, the salt-laced sea air permeated the small room. Henrietta immediately felt at home. “Thank you.”

      She placed her small bag and reticule on the bed and turned to her grandmother, who still hadn’t managed a welcoming smile. Luckily, Henrietta was no longer a small child to be cowed, but a grown woman of experience who was accustomed to dealing with all kinds of emergencies.

      “Goodnight, Mrs. Bray.”

      “Goodnight, Henrietta.” Mrs. Bray paused in the doorway. “I don’t need to remind you to use the back stairs, and stay out of the way of our guests, do I?”

      “Of course not,” Henrietta replied. “I know my place here.”

      “Good, now don’t forget it.”

      Henrietta closed the door and grimaced at the bed. “As if you’d let me.”

      She walked over to the tiny window, sat on the window seat, and squinted out into the moonlight. There was a hint of frost in the air, and it was already sparkling on the rock surfaces, softening the harsh lines of the walls into a fairytale castle. In a few weeks she would be leaving this place—possibly forever. It was not in her nature to dwell on the darker problems of life. Whatever her grandmother said, Henrietta would make sure to enjoy every minute of her unexpected stay.
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* * *

      “As our parents were…unable to attend the weddings, I considered it my duty to represent the Priske family to the best of my ability.”

      Benjamin Priske, Baron Saxelby, the oldest son and heir of the Earl of Widcombe, bowed stiffly to his sister Cassandra and her husband Jack as they entered the drawing room of Hollybrook Park. It was quite late. He’d arrived just as dinner was being served and spent the last two hours kicking his heels in the empty room waiting for his sister to finish dinner and join him.

      “Unable to attend?” Cassandra raised her eyebrows as she took a seat. “You mean that Mama was so scandalized by the behavior of her two daughters that she threatened never to darken the door of Castle Keyvnor again?”

      “Which, seeing as the weddings have nothing to do with her daughters, makes no sense at all,” Cassandra’s husband, Jack Hazelwood, Lord St. Giles pointed out.

      Benjamin frowned at his brother-in-law’s attempt at levity. “Regardless, I thought it only right that I should attend the wedding.”

      “What about me?” Cassandra pouted. “I’m a Priske.”

      “No you’re not.” Jack kissed his wife’s hand. “You’re all mine now.”

      Benjamin sighed, knowing that within seconds his sister and her husband would lose all sense of manners and possibly even start canoodling in public.

      “I am the heir to the title,” Benjamin repeated patiently. “And I must say that I intend to enjoy my visit to this remote part of the country. I have never been here before, so all is well.”

      “Good.” Cassy smiled at him. “You really are the best of brothers.”

      He found himself smiling back at her. She was definitely his favorite sibling. It was good to see her so happy. Her marriage had left him feeling quite alone in the confusion of the Priske family. Sometimes he felt as if he were the only person to have his feet firmly on the ground, and not live in alt.

      “I’m staying at the castle, so I’d better get over there. I only came here to make sure that you had arrived safely.” Benjamin sighed. “I do hope someone is up to receive me.”

      Cassandra frowned. “I’d ask if there was any space here, but at dinner our hosts mentioned the house is currently full to bursting so I doubt there is room for you.”

      “Then I’ll take my chances at the castle. I should be there before ten.” Benjamin went over to kiss his sister’s cheek. “I’ll come and see you tomorrow when I’m settled in.”

      “That would be lovely. Good night, brother, dear.”

      The weddings were being held on the twenty-fourth of December, so Benjamin had a few days to renew his acquaintance with fellow guests his first cousins Lord Michael Beck, and Anthony, Viscount Redgrave. In truth, he really was glad to escape to the countryside. His mother seemed determined that he should wed, and had introduced him to a whole slew of ridiculously young ladies at every possible opportunity. Hopefully in the wilds of Cornwall, and at a wedding, he wouldn’t encounter a single marriageable female at all.

      Benjamin gathered his belongings and exited the house through the kitchens to access the stable where he’d left his horse. Apparently, it wasn’t that far to Castle Keyvnor. Even at night it was impossible to miss the looming bulk of the high stone walls and crenellated ramparts. His horse seemed to know the way along the cliff path, which was remarkably comforting seeing as the sheer drop and the endless sound of crashing waves on one side of him was hardly reassuring.

      It was good to be away from London, and his mother in particular. He was sick and tired of having to be the responsible one in the family—the person everyone laughed at behind his back for being so predictable and stuffy. But what else was the heir to a title supposed to do? He had no taste for gambling, excessive fornication, or sporting excellence. He had no desire to be known as a notorious rake.

      At one point in his life he’d wanted to become an explorer, but that notion had been quashed by the advent of the war. He was what he was—a gentleman of good family with a spotless reputation and nothing else to recommend him except possibly his title. That was the only reason any woman would encourage his suit.

      Benjamin rammed his hat down on his head as the breeze toyed with the brim like plucking fingers. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to just visit a place where neither he nor his family name was known? To simply be liked for himself?

      He shoved such lowering thoughts behind him and concentrated on the lights of the castle ahead. His horse crossed over the dry moat into the courtyard that looked as if it hadn’t changed much since medieval times. He imagined himself as a dashing knight seeking his fair lady and snorted so loudly at the absurd notion that he scared his horse.

      When he reached the stables, a yawning groom came out to greet him, took his horse, and directed him toward the side entrance of the castle. Benjamin slung his saddlebags over his shoulder and grabbed his overnight bag. The rest of his belongings were due to arrive on the morrow. After suffering days confined to his carriage, he’d left his valet at the last large posting inn and carried on without him.

      His drab coat and breeches were covered in mud, and he currently had no replacements. It was one of the reasons why he hadn’t made himself known to his host at Hollybrook Park and demanded to be seated at the dinner table. Some of his friends considered him old-fashioned, but in his opinion good manners never went out of style.

      He knocked on the door and waited impatiently, the coldness creeping into his clothing and skin like icy fingers on the back of his neck. He knocked again—this time louder—and looked up at the imposing stone walls. Someone had better come soon, or he’d turn into an ice sculpture.
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* * *

      Henrietta paused on the stairs, candle in hand and considered the impatient knocking echoing around the kitchen. She’d come down to acquire more candles for her room, and had paused to add fuel to the kitchen stove. Someone wanted access to the castle, and, from what she could see, the entire kitchen and house staff had already retired to bed. Even the scullery maid, whose job it was to keep the fires going all night, seemed to be sleeping through the noise.

      Holding the candle high, she warily considered the complicated locks and bolts. Even as she wondered how to open them, a ghostly hand reached over her shoulder, and everything slid back, allowing the door to swing wide.

      “Thank you, Benedict,” Henrietta whispered.

      A man stood on the step, his expression a mixture of tiredness and exasperation. He carried some baggage over his shoulder and was remarkably muddy. He opened his mouth as if to speak, closed it again, and then just gawped at her as if he could see Benedict over her shoulder.

      “Yes?” Henrietta smiled encouragingly. “May I help you?”

      “Good evening.” He inclined his head an abrupt inch. “I apologize for the lateness of my arrival.”

      “Do come in. You were expected much earlier.” She stepped aside to let him in and closed the door. “Do you need anything to eat or drink, or shall I take you straight up to your room?”

      The man blinked at her as he removed his hat to reveal ruffled hair the auburn red of a fox. “You know who I am?”

      “My grandmother—I mean Mrs. Bray—said you might be late,” Henrietta said diplomatically. She hoped Mr. Drake, the steward, had answered the front door to the man’s master. “Have you eaten?”

      “Yes, I’ve—”

      “Then come on up to your room. You must be exhausted.”

      Henrietta took her candle and started up the servants’ stairs, her other hand holding her skirts clear of the treacherous spiral stone steps. She’d changed into her nightgown earlier and had draped a thick woolen shawl around her shoulders. She was aware that her unpinned hair was flowing down her back and hoped her companion wouldn’t comment on such informality of dress.

      “Mr. Drake will settle your employer into his room. I expect he won’t need you until the morning.”

      “I think you mistake—”

      “Oh, will he require your presence immediately?” Henrietta carried on climbing, aware that her companion wasn’t even out of breath. “Is he one of those pampered aristocrats who can’t put himself to bed?”

      “No, he’s, I mean, I’m—”

      “Here you are.” Henrietta indicated the door to the left of the passageway. “Male staff are on this side of the attics, females on the right. If you need anything, I’m in the first room past the landing. They used to lock the two doors between the males and females at night, but the castle ghosts didn’t appreciate it, so eventually they gave up.”

      “The castle ghosts?”

      “Yes, we have a few regular visitors and occasionally a new one shows up, usually when there is a crisis. I understand that the reading of the Banfield will at Halloween encouraged a good deal of ghostly activity.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you?”

      “Why should it?” She paused to look down at him on the stair below her. The candlelight revealed a glint of copper in his hair, which was mirrored in his brown eyes. “I spent my summers here as a child, and all the ghosts were very polite to me.”

      Something in his skeptical expression told her that he was not a believer in spirits and was too polite to say so.

      “We have pixies in the woods as well.” Henrietta couldn’t help but add.

      “Indeed.”

      Henrietta turned left and walked along the row until she found the only open and unoccupied room.

      “Here you are.” She stood back to let him go in. “It isn’t much, but it’s clean, and the roof doesn’t leak.”

      “Thank you.” He paused beside her, topping her by at least a foot. “This is very kind of you, but—”

      “Not at all.” Henrietta smiled at him. “I’m not sure why none of the castle staff was waiting up for you, but I’m glad I was able to help.” She handed him the candle. “There’s water in the jug if you need to wash. In the morning, just follow the stairs down to the kitchen, and you’ll be fine.”

      “But—” The man sighed and then looked longingly at the bed. “I am somewhat fatigued…”

      “Then I’ll wish you a good night’s sleep.” She paused. “My name is Henrietta. I’m related to Mrs. Bray, the castle housekeeper.”

      “I’m…” He looked down at her, his brown eyes quizzical. “Benjamin. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “Benjamin, not Ben or Benny?”

      His mouth turned up at one corner. “No. I dislike it when people shorten my name.”

      “So do I. Can you imagine being called Hetty or Hen or even worse, Henny?”

      “That would indeed be a crime.” He actually managed a smile. “I suggest we make a pact and agree never to call each other Henny or Benny, or answer to anyone who does.”

      “Agreed.” She chuckled as she handed him the candle. His language was that of the upper classes. Was he a returned soldier down on his luck, or perhaps the fourth son of an impoverished peer who had received the best education but no money to support himself? She’d met plenty of both on her travels abroad with the army.

      “Goodnight, Benjamin.”

      “Goodnight, Miss Henrietta.”

      Henrietta offered him one last smile and left the room, making her way by instinct along the darkened corridor to her own small bedchamber. She paused to light a new candle from the fire. Benjamin had seemed rather confused…. Should she check that his master had been admitted through the front door? It wasn’t really her job to do anything in the castle, seeing as the Banfield family didn’t employ her, but she didn’t want Benjamin to get into trouble.

      She opened her door and heard voices echoing way down below in the stairway. It sounded as if Mr. Drake was indeed awake and tending to the needs of the new arrival, which meant she was free to go to bed. She hoped poor Benjamin wouldn’t have to get up again to attend to his employer. He’d looked rather cold and weary and had been nothing but polite to her.

      She shut the door and made sure the latch was in place. She was already looking forward to seeing Benjamin not Ben again on the morrow. She’d enjoyed his quiet smile and dry sense of humor and sensed a kindred spirit—if spirit was the right word to use in a haunted castle. She banked up the small fire and closed the patchwork curtains.

      Depending on the state of the roads after Christmas, she might be in London by the first week of January. Sitting down on the bed, she took out the letter and puzzled over it again. The notion that her father had written a will was surprising enough. That it warranted an expensive letter from a solicitor insisting she meet him in person was passing strange.

      Her stepmother had died a year previously, so she supposed there was no one left to deal with her father’s last requests. He’d broken off contact with his family after marrying her mother. He had enjoyed gambling and other pursuits he couldn’t really afford on his officer’s salary. She could only pray that her grandmother wasn’t correct, and she wasn’t about to inherit a pile of debt…

      Could a woman be forced to pay back debts of honor?

      Henrietta bit her lip. Immediately after she’d arrived in England, she’d written back to the solicitor, given him her temporary address at the castle, and asked if the meeting was really necessary. She’d received an offer from a fellow officer’s daughter to become her children’s governess, so Henrietta wasn’t worried about starving. She would have a home in Hertfordshire with a family she liked and respected and would be earning a generous wage. With that resolved, she braided her hair and climbed into bed, shivering at the coldness of the sheets as she slid between them.

      In the meantime, she would attempt to stay out of her grandmother’s way and enjoy both the weddings and the yuletide celebrations without anyone noticing she was present.

      Except the ghosts, of course.
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      Benjamin finally awoke when the narrow beam of sunlight emanating from the small window in his bedchamber landed squarely on his face. He opened his eyes, winced, and closed them again. It was remarkably quiet up here in the heights of the castle, and he wondered what the time was. The room was so small that he only had to put out a hand to reach his coat hanging over the back of the chair close to the small fire.

      He found his pocket watch, and blearily regarded the dial only to discover he’d forgotten to wind it the previous night. Benjamin groaned. He normally wound his watch before he went to sleep and put it under his pillow. Last night he’d been so exhausted that, after washing off as much of the mud as he could manage with one jug of cold water and an inadequate basin, he’d gone straight to sleep.

      The bed was more comfortable than the one he’d endured at the last inn, and the linens, although old, were freshly starched and smelled of the sea. He placed his watch on the chest next to his bed alongside his other belongings and allowed his thoughts to slide back to the events of the previous night.

      Henrietta…

      When she’d opened the door to him in all her golden glory, he’d almost swallowed his tongue. He remembered the long, lush sweep of her hair over her shoulders, the whiteness of her nightgown, the delicate pink on her cheeks, and the laughter in her eyes that begged a response. She’d almost glowed with warmth and welcome, like some kind of pagan goddess from the Greek plays he’d been forced to study at school. For one glorious, terrifying second he’d considered stepping across the threshold and gathering her close, burying his face in the sweet softness where her neck met her shoulder and then kissing her.

      Benjamin’s cock jumped, and he slid a hand beneath the covers in instinctive protest.

      “Steady on, old chap,” he muttered. “We only just met the woman.”

      His cock didn’t seem to care about that minor detail, so Benjamin attempted to be the responsible one, and gather the facts. All he knew was that Henrietta was related to the housekeeper of Castle Keyvnor. Her accent held no hint of Cornwall. In fact she sounded remarkably like one of his sisters, which begged the question of what she’d been doing in the kitchen in the first place.

      Had she returned to the castle as a guest for the wedding and simply wandered down to find refreshment in the familiar kitchen? Benjamin frowned. But she’d told him she was sleeping in the servants’ quarters, so she was probably not a guest. Was she a lady’s companion or a governess? That seemed far more likely.

      It occurred to him that he needed to get up and make himself known to his hosts. He hoped that his valet, and the rest of his wardrobe, had arrived at the castle. He wasn’t a dandy, but he did like his dress to be precise, and he was extremely reluctant to put on any of the garments he had carefully hung to dry the night before.

      Just as he sat up, the door of his chamber flew open, and Henrietta stepped into the room. She wore a plain brown gown with no flounces and a modest neckline. Her glorious blonde hair was braided in a coronet on her head. When her startled gaze met his, her hand flew to her bosom.

      “Oh, my goodness. I do beg your pardon, Benjamin. I thought you would be long gone!” She pointed at his clothes. “Earlier this morning it occurred to me that your clothing might need to be brushed down or properly dried out.”

      Benjamin stayed put in the bed, pulling the sheet up to his chin as if he were a frightened maiden aunt.

      Henrietta poked his coat and tutted. “Everything is still damp.” With a decisive gesture, she swept all his clothing off the chair and gathered it in her arms. “Stay there. I’ll bring you something clean to wear.”

      “But—”

      Even before he’d formed his protest, Henrietta had gone. Would the damned woman ever let him finish a sentence? He contemplated his options, realized he had none unless he was willing to parade around in a sheet, and waited rather impatiently for her return.

      To her credit, she was back within a quarter of an hour carrying a stack of folded garments and a jug full of steaming-hot water.

      “Mr. Drake, our steward, is of a similar build and height to you. He’s so high and mighty that he’ll never notice that a mere valet is wearing his third-best set of clothes. Even if he does notice something amiss, he’ll simply assume you have excellent taste.

      “You stole these clothes?” Benjamin asked slowly.

      “Of course not! I merely borrowed them from the laundry.” Henrietta smiled encouragingly at him. “As soon as yours are fit to be worn again, I’ll simply put Mr. Drake’s back in the washing pile. No one will notice.”

      She put the pile on the end of the bed, but still lingered.

      “I’m surprised that you aren’t already up.”

      “How could I be when we both agree that my clothes weren’t presentable?” Benjamin said. “Did you picture me improvising my bedsheets into a toga?”

      “I did rather contradict myself, didn’t I?” Her smile was a delight. She studied him seriously. “Although you do have the physique for a toga.”

      “Do you think so?” He instinctively squared his shoulders. “I doubt anyone would have been pleased to see me dressed like that.”

      “My grandmother would banish you from her kitchens. Cook and the maids would have the vapors, or think you were one of the castle ghosts and ignore you completely.”

      “Until I walked into a door or kicked over a pail.” Benjamin was enjoying himself immensely. Being invisible and unknown certainly had its advantages—rather like one of the castle ghosts. He reached for the clothes. “Thank you for bringing these.”

      “You are most welcome.” Henrietta turned toward the door. “Come down to the kitchens when you are dressed and break your fast. There is always lots left over from feeding the family and guests upstairs.”

      As if in agreement with Henrietta’s suggestion, Benjamin’s stomach gave a loud gurgle.

      “Thank you.”

      She left, closing the door behind her and leaving the faint scent of violets mingling with the lye from the laundry. Benjamin examined the clothing. It was, as he had expected, not that of a peer’s son, but of an upper servant. He really should have tried harder to explain who he was, so what had stopped him?

      He slowly unfolded the shirt. He’d been enjoying the freedom of just talking without having to think about what he said or how it reflected on his family. Henrietta treated him as an ordinary man rather than the title he’d inherited at birth and been known as since he was sent away to school. He was Saxelby. That was both his destiny and his designation until he succeeded to his father’s earldom, and then he’d simply be Widcome

      Never Benjamin. Never just himself.

      At this point, he had no choice but to get dressed in the steward’s clothes. He might as well go down to the kitchen, enjoy a decent breakfast, and then attempt to unravel the complications he had inadvertently set in motion. Benjamin sighed. Would Henrietta ever speak to him with the same freedom again? He sincerely doubted it, but his attraction to her was based on a fantasy, and that wasn’t how he lived his life. Maybe it was for the best to nip his ridiculous dreams in the bud.
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* * *

      Henrietta sipped her tea in companionable silence with Mary, the kitchen maid whom she’d first met as a babe in her mother’s arms. It was relatively quiet in the huge kitchen. Cook had disappeared upstairs to consult with the lady of the house about the dinner menus, and the rest of the servants were either cleaning the castle, setting fires, or serving at the breakfast table.

      “There’s something wrong in the castle,” Mary repeated firmly. “The ghosts are agitated.”

      “Do you think it is because we have so many visitors?” Henrietta asked. “The ghosts always used to resent newcomers.”

      “It’s more than that.” Mary shivered. “I can’t quite explain it, but I can feel it in my bones.”

      Henrietta patted Mary’s hand. “Is there anyone you can talk to about this?”

      “I already have. The witches, the healers, and the gypsies all say the same thing. They tell me to be strong and that this too will pass.”

      “That’s remarkably vague and hardly helpful,” Henrietta pointed out. “Which is typical. What is the good of a prophecy if no one can understand what it’s trying to say?”

      Someone cleared his throat, and she looked up to see Benjamin coming through the kitchen door. He looked remarkably fine in his borrowed clothes, his auburn hair now tamed and his boots gleaming.

      “Come and sit down.” She gestured at the food lining the center of the table. “There is a nice piece of ham, coddled eggs, toast…”

      “Thank you.”

      Even as she spoke, he was removing the silver covers and helping himself to the platters’ contents with an assurance that yet again reminded her that he was an anomaly. She had some news to share with him, but was more than willing to wait until he was stuffed full of food and more malleable. The strategy had always worked with her father.

      Mary rose to refill the huge kettles that ensured the castle always had hot water for the guests and for the kitchen cooking needs. Henrietta helped her, and then sat at the table, squeezing one last drop of tea out of the pot before turning to observe Benjamin.

      He had a very finely drawn face with delicate features and high cheekbones, but there was nothing weak about him. He carried with him that innate self-confidence all the gentry did, which made Henrietta even more curious as to how he’d ended up as somebody’s servant.

      Eventually, he heaved a sigh and sat back, patting his stomach. “That was excellent.”

      “I’ll tell Cook.” Henrietta refilled the teapot with boiling water and set it back on the table to brew.

      “Why didn’t you use new leaves?” Benjamin asked.

      “Because they are expensive.” Henrietta stared at him. “And why waste them?”

      He shrugged and pushed his cup over to her.

      “You’d better wait a moment unless you want your tea to taste like dishwater,” Henrietta warned him.

      “Then I’ll wait.”

      He seemed supremely unconcerned about his duties as a valet.

      “Are you not worried that Lord Michael Beck might need your assistance this morning?” Henrietta asked cautiously.

      He blinked at her. “My assistance?”

      “Isn’t he your employer? He arrived last night, and I regret to say that there was no room for him. He ended up sleeping on the floor of Lord Blackwater’s room.”

      “Did he, by Jove?” Benjamin grinned. “Then I’ll wager I had a better night’s sleep than he did.”

      Henrietta studied him carefully. “Are you always so…cavalier when you speak about your employer?”

      His smile instantly died. “Not at all. He isn’t my employer.”

      “But you know him.”

      “Only by reputation.” He hesitated. “The thing is, I was expecting the Saxelby carriage.”

      “Oh! Mr. Drake said that one hadn’t yet arrived. There has been some flooding on the roads out of Bocka Morrow, so it is possible that your employer and his carriage are stuck at a nearby inn. I do hope your employer arrives in time for the weddings. It would be terrible to come all this way and then miss them.”

      “Indeed.” Benjamin sighed. “Then I will have no change of clothes until the carriage and its occupants arrive.”

      “But at least you are free of your master for a few days.”

      He looked at her strangely. “That is true.”

      “No one will know if you spend your time exploring the castle or simply put your feet up and get in everyone’s way.”

      “I’m not sure I know how to do either of those things anymore,” Benjamin said slowly. “My life has been so regimented.”

      “Were you in the military?” Henrietta asked.

      “No, I wasn’t allowed to sign up.” He glanced at her. “Does that diminish me in your eyes?”

      “Why should it? Having seen war at close quarters I cannot say I find it as heroic and inspiring as those who have never fought seem to do.”

      “You have members of the military in your family?”

      “My father was a soldier. I followed the drum for most of my childhood, and…my husband also served.”

      “You are married?”

      “Widowed.” She forced a bright smile. “We were barely married for a year before he was killed in some stupid, unnecessary skirmish.”

      He reached across and took her hand, his grip surprisingly gentle. “I…am sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you, but my marriage was a long time ago when I was barely eighteen, and an extremely foolish decision to make in more ways than one.”

      She was babbling now and eager to end the conversation, which had strayed into territory she normally avoided. Why was she sharing confidences with a man she barely knew, a man who didn’t quite fit into her gray world and probably never could?

      “Henrietta?” Mrs. Bray came into the kitchen.

      She pulled her hand away and stood up, aware that her cheeks were warm and her heart was pounding. Benjamin stood as well.

      “Mrs. Bray, may I introduce you to Benjamin?” Henrietta rushed to make the introductions. “He is the valet of the still-missing, but probably-delayed-at-an-inn, Lord Saxelby.”

      “Ma’am.” Benjamin bowed. “I do apologize for my presence here, but—”

      Mrs. Bray cut across him. “Never mind that now, you can make yourself useful. Accompany Henrietta to the culvery and see how many pigeons we have. Cook wants to know if she has enough for the pies or if we need to order more.”

      “But—”

      Benjamin looked as if he wanted to argue, which was never a good idea with her grandmother who had been known to clip a cocky footman around the ear. Henrietta poked him in the ribs, and he went quiet.

      “We’ll go and check that right now, Mrs. Bray,” Henrietta said brightly. “Is there anything else we can do for you while we’re out?”

      “You can pick some greenery, especially mistletoe if you can find any.” Mrs. Bray sniffed. “They want to bring as much yuletide spirit into the castle as possible. Of course none of them have to deal with picking up all the dead leaves or the influx of insects such an intrusion will cause.”

      “It will make the castle smell lovely, though,” Henrietta said. “I’ll take my basket and see what I can find.”
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* * *

      Benjamin insisted on carrying Henrietta’s large wicker basket as they left the kitchen and entered the walled courtyard. A confusion of noise made Benjamin look behind him, only to discover an all too familiar face emerging from the stables. He quickly turned back, hoping his cousin Michael hadn’t spotted him across the crowded space. No one called him by name, so Benjamin forced himself to relax and kept walking, his gaze lowered.

      “Ah, the lovely Henrietta.”

      He came to an abrupt stop as a man stepped out of the shadows of the castle wall and into his companion’s path.

      “Good morning, Lord Hayward,” Henrietta said.

      “And where are you off to this morning, my pretty lass?” Hayward winked and patted Henrietta on the rear. “And more to the point, would you like some company?”

      Henrietta smiled. “I already have some help, thank you, sir. I wish you good day.”

      “No need to play coy with me, missy, I—”

      Benjamin stiffened and took a step forward as Hayward grabbed Henrietta’s wrist. Before he could do anything more, the earl emitted a strangled gasp and stumbled back against the wall.

      “Oh, I do beg your pardon, my lord,” Henrietta said sweetly. “My foot slipped.”

      She shrugged out of his slackened grasp and moved off at some speed, Benjamin trailing in her wake. She opened a gate that led into a small wooded area and closed it behind them.

      “Hurry up, Benjamin. We don’t want him to catch up with us. Sometimes he is remarkably persistent.”

      “Hayward often tries to put his hands on you?” Benjamin asked.

      The gaze she offered him was full of wry amusement. “Of course he does. He’s a letch of the first order. I learned to deal with men like that when I was quite young. My father taught me all kinds of tricks.”

      “But you are a lady.”

      “In Lord Hayward’s eyes I’m a woman and easy prey.” She frowned up at him. “How can you be so naïve about such matters? You know how gentlemen categorize women.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “There are whores for physical activity, there are mistresses for pleasure, and then there are ladies who must be treated like precious angels.”

      “That’s—” Benjamin couldn’t really fault her logic even though hearing it spoken out loud made him feel embarrassed for his sex.

      “And servants mimic their betters, so it’s not much better among them, either.” She heaved a sigh as she led him along a narrow woodland path that sloped toward the outer defenses and the cliff walls of the castle. It was very quiet beneath the trees, as if everything was holding its breath.

      “The culvery is down here.” Henrietta indicated an even narrower path to their left.

      “What is a culvery?”

      “It’s an old Cornish word for dovecote. Culver means pigeon, and hay is house or homestead.”

      “Ah, I suppose that makes sense.”

      Benjamin peered into the rapidly encroaching forest. The pathway became a tunnel as the bushes on either side reached overhead to grasp and mingle, creating an impenetrable tangle of green darkness like the ribcage of a giant creature. For the first time in his life, Benjamin considered the possibility that the notion of a wood being bewitched might be true.

      A long, bony, spine-like digit poked his rear, and Benjamin almost stumbled. He had never enjoyed the sensation of being trapped. He put out his hand for balance and encountered something prickly.

      “Ouch.” He quickly withdrew his hand. “Something stabbed me.”

      “I’d better check to make sure it’s not a pixie bite when we reach the culvery.” Henrietta said. “We’re almost there.”

      “A pixie bite?” Benjamin looked down at the tiny pinpricks of blood on his thumb and decided not to put it in his mouth.

      “Their bites can cause all kinds of problems.” Henrietta moved aside so that he could join her in a sudden circle of bright light that made him blink hard. “I was bitten on the toe when I was a child, and I couldn’t sit down for a day and a night. I had to dance.” She chuckled. “You can imagine how Mrs. Bray felt about that. She locked me in my bedchamber and left me to dance my fairy jig alone.”

      Benjamin stared down at her laughing face, and all thoughts of disagreeing with her completely irrational story fled from his head. He’d never met anyone who seemed so sure of themselves, so content with their lot. She confounded all his expectations, and that was unacceptable.

      “Which are you, then?” Benjamin blurted. “Where do you fit in?”

      Her smile died, and she took an unsteady step away from him, her blue gaze a mixture of hurt and derision.

      “Whore, mistress, or lady? Why do you ask? Are you trying to decide whether to force me, pay me, or marry me?”

      “No! Good God, no!” Benjamin winced at his own ineptitude. “I meant which class do you belong to.”

      She didn’t look any happier. “My father was a gentleman, my mother was the daughter of a housekeeper. Why does it matter?”

      Having already offended her, Benjamin decided he had nothing to lose by ploughing ahead. “You speak like a lady.”

      “You speak like a gentleman.” She raised an eyebrow. “But sometimes you don’t act like one.”

      “I went to a good school and learned my manners.” He bowed. “I apologize if you do not consider them adequate.”

      “I eventually went to school in Belgium,” Henrietta said. “My new stepmother insisted I was too old to be running around with my father dressed as a boy.”

      He pictured her in breeches, and his mind went to windmills again. “He dressed you as a boy?”

      “It was safer. When he wasn’t soldiering, he was gambling. I didn’t mind. I actually missed the freedom of wearing breeches.” She scowled. “In the convent I had to behave myself, wear dresses, stockings, and stays. I hated it.”

      Benjamin quashed an irrational desire to get hold of Henrietta’s father and shake some sense into him. How could a man she obviously adored have allowed her to face such dangers? He sought for a more neutral question.

      “How long were you incarcerated in the convent?”

      “From the age of twelve to eighteen, which is when I did something very stupid and eloped with the soldier my father employed to send messages to me.”

      Benjamin realized he was staring again, his mouth agape, and tried to regain his senses. The beautiful woman opposite him had enjoyed a far more thrilling and adventurous life than he would ever have. If she’d met him at a ball or at the house of an acquaintance, she would never have bothered to speak to him more than once because he would have bored her within seconds.

      A pigeon flapped past his ear, startling him. Now that he was paying attention, he could hear the sound of cooing coming from the octagonal stone structure in the center of the clearing. It was clearly very old, with a domed top and a wide stone doorway, which was fitted with a modern-looking wooden door and a lock. He hastily cleared his throat.

      “Do we have the key?”
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* * *

      Henrietta gave Benjamin a strange look as he suddenly abandoned his blunt questions about everything in her life and returned to the more mundane matter of the pigeons. Why she had even gotten into conversation about her childhood and doomed marriage was a mystery. But there was something about Benjamin’s dogged determination to uncover the truth that appealed to her. He wasn’t afraid to ask the questions most people avoided. Not that she had satisfactory answers for him, but that was another issue entirely.

      She produced the large iron key from her pocket and held it up. “Let’s try not to startle them too much when we enter.”

      “We’re going inside?” Benjamin asked.

      “How else are we going to count the pigeons?” Henrietta unlocked the door and held her breath as the rank odor of feathers and pigeon droppings exploded from the opening.

      She glanced back and frowned. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m taking off my coat,” Benjamin replied. “I don’t want to ruin it.”

      Henrietta hid a smile as he neatly folded the garment and placed it on a flat rock near the grass. She only hoped the pixies didn’t run away with it.

      Behind her, Benjamin sneezed, turning his back to avoid frightening the pigeons. Holding her skirts clear of the ground, Henrietta stepped inside the culvery and looked up. By her reckoning, the hexagonal space was about ten feet across and almost twenty feet high. The lime-washed walls and opening at the top made it far easier to see inside than one would imagine from the dour exterior.

      “It’s lighter than I thought it would be,” Benjamin spoke softly as he stood close by her. “I’ll wager there are almost two hundred nesting alcoves in here.”

      “Indeed.” Henrietta turned a slow circle, counting how many of the hand-carved niches were filled with pigeons, and how many showed signs of recent occupation. “Obviously, they aren’t all in at the moment, probably out paying calls, but I think there are at least eighty pigeons nesting here.”

      “And some doves.” Benjamin directed her attention to the other side of the dome, his hand on her shoulder, his mouth brushing against her ear. A thrill of warmth ran down her spine, making her breathless.

      “How appropriate for a wedding,” she managed to say as he went still, his mouth lingering by her ear as he slowly inhaled.

      “Henrietta…”

      She closed her eyes and leaned fractionally toward him.

      “Atchoo!” Benjamin’s sneeze ricocheted off the wall, sending the pigeons into a frenzy of flapping, defecating, and panicked flying that necessitated their quick escape from the dovecote.

      He laughed as he grabbed her hand and towed her toward the door and into the delightfully fresh air. They both gulped it down as Henrietta remembered to lock the door behind them. Had she almost let Benjamin kiss her? Had she wanted that? Or was there some magic in the woods that was leading her astray in another pointless jig?

      “There, we can go now.” She turned to find Benjamin close behind her again, one hand braced on the stone lintel to the side of the door.

      “May I kiss you?”

      She considered his serious expression, her heart beating with the intense rhythm of a marching battalion. She was leaving soon and would likely never return to Castle Keyvnor and, oh God, she yearned to be touched, to be held, to be cherished…

      “Why?” She demanded.

      “Because I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do at this moment than kiss you, and, if I don’t, I suspect I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”

      “That’s a remarkably long time,” Henrietta said.

      He smiled. “I sound like a complete fool, don’t I? But that’s what you have reduced me to without even trying.”

      “What happens after we kiss?”

      He gestured to the basket at his feet. “We go and collect some greenery to decorate the castle.” He hesitated. “I hate to sound somewhat theatrical, but I fear this moment, and our meeting, has something of a dreamlike quality to it, and that if I do not act now it will be gone forever.”

      “People say that a lot about Castle Keyvnor.”

      He took a step closer. “Then may I?”

      Henrietta nodded as he reached out his hand and gently removed a feather from her hair. Before she could thank him, he leaned in and kissed her lips with a deliberate slowness that made her whole body go still. She became aware of the smallest things, the mint scent of his breath, the drenched greenness around them, and the now-silent birds.

      His tongue teased a line along her lips, and she yielded her mouth to him along with possession of her senses. She’d been kissed before, but never like this—with such sweetness and such seriousness.

      With a ragged sound, she slid her hand around the back of his neck and held him just where she wanted him as he ravaged her mouth in an endless dance that neither of them seemed willing to end. His arm encircled her hips, bringing their bodies together, making her aware that he was hard and that she wanted that as well.

      He would think her wanton… He would categorize her as a whore who was all too ready to fall on her back for him. She broke the kiss and stared into his face. His lips were slightly parted, his cheeks flushed, and he was breathing like a racehorse. There was no sign of avarice or calculation in his brown gaze, only good, honest lust and a growing hint of bewilderment.

      “We should get back,” Henrietta whispered.

      “Yes. And, I should tell you—”

      She placed her fingers on his lips. “Don’t spoil the moment, Benjamin, please? Whatever it is, I’m sure it will keep.”

      He sighed. “I have a feeling this will not end well.”

      “Kissing me?” Henrietta made sure her trembling limbs would support her and eased away from the door.

      “That was a pleasure.” He shoved a hand through his disordered hair, dislodging a few feathers. After putting on his coat, he turned toward the path muttering, “It’s the rest of it that will catch up with me and damn me to hell.”

      Henrietta decided not to question him further and set off down the path. There were several holly bushes replete with berries to plunder on their return journey that would make excellent decorations for the castle. She needed to do something to keep from launching herself at Benjamin and making all sorts of demands that would probably shock him to his core. She sensed that he was used to living in a very ordered environment and that her presence was causing him some anxiety.

      But he’d kissed her. He’d been the one to ask, not her…

      “Do you intend to reside at the castle permanently?”

      Henrietta glanced over at Benjamin who appeared to have recovered his composure far more quickly than she had.

      “No. I had to ask my grandmother to take me in over the Christmas season. My baggage is still on a ship somewhere and, as my financial papers are in my trunk, I cannot establish an account at a bank or afford to stay at an inn.”

      “You should always carry your financial information on your person.”

      “I know that, but it was supposed to be a short trip across the channel. I didn’t account for the fact that there was going to be a massive storm, making the ship have to divert to Ireland for repairs.” She scowled. “The passengers were taken over the side into small boats and left in Dover without most of our belongings.”

      “Unfortunate indeed.”

      “After I have secured my belongings, I am going to London.”

      “Which part and where are you lodging?”

      She stopped walking to stare at him. “Why does it matter?”

      It was his turn to frown. “Should I apologize for being interested in the travel arrangements and accommodation of a woman traveling alone?”

      “Yes, when said woman has been traveling by herself for years and has managed quite well, thank you.”

      “But London is a large and dangerous city.”

      “So is a battlefield, and I’ve navigated plenty of those. And helped to find and treat the wounded afterward as well.”

      He slowly shook his head.

      “What?” Henrietta demanded.

      “You.”

      He started walking again. Henrietta ended up having to chase him down and poke him in the back. “Me, what?”

      “You…are magnificent.”

      It was not what she’d been expecting him to say, and she just stared at him as he continued to speak.

      “I have done nothing with my life, and you—a woman—have lived yours to the full.”

      “Does the fact that I am a woman offend you, or is it that you have always done what is expected of you?” Henrietta asked.

      “Your being a woman has nothing to do with my own inadequacies.” He shuddered. “If I hadn’t stayed home, God knows what my parents would have gotten up to, or my siblings. Someone had to take charge.”

      Henrietta rose on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

      He frowned. “What was that for?”

      “For being a good man and taking care of your family.”

      “Not that they appreciate it.” Benjamin sighed. “They think I’m stuffy and overprotective.”

      “You are stuffy, but I find it quite endearing.” Henrietta kissed him again. No one had ever really protected her. “Before my stepmother came along, I felt as if it was my responsibility to protect and care for my father. I couldn’t imagine leaving his side.”

      “You were a child. Our situations are quite different.”

      “How old were you when you decided you had to be the sensible one in the family?” Henrietta challenged him.

      Benjamin looked down at her, his arrested gaze far away as he grappled with her question.

      “I don’t know. I don’t ever remember not feeling that way.”

      “So we are the same. I escaped the task because my father had the sense to marry a wonderful woman. How will you escape?”

      “I can’t.” His face closed up, and he stepped away from her. “Shall we continue? It looks as if it might turn to snow again.”
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* * *

      “You! Come here.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      Benjamin froze on the kitchen stairs and looked over to see Mr. Drake, the castle steward, beckoning imperiously to him. Henrietta had gone off with her basket of greenery, and he’d decided to head out to the stables to see if his valet and carriage had managed to put in an appearance yet. It was time to end this charade before he became far too enamored of Henrietta and hurt them both.

      Dear God. Benjamin almost wanted to laugh. Was he about to be unmasked as a clothes thief and a fake valet?

      Mr. Drake eyed him unfavorably. “Get up those stairs and help clear the table.”

      “But—”

      “Get on with it, lad! I know you’re a valet, but the devil finds work for idle hands, and you have nothing else to do at the moment, so help out.” He shoved Benjamin toward the door. “Mr. Morris will tell you what to do when you get up there.”

      Benjamin took his time climbing the endless stone stairs, hoping with all his heart that by the time he arrived his presence would be unnecessary. Unfortunately, the butler beckoned to him from the open door of the dining room where there was still a murmur of conversation.

      “Benjamin, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, Mr. Morris.” Benjamin kept his gaze lowered.

      “All you have to do is load the dishes onto the trays and bring them down to the kitchen. Do you think you can manage that? Breakages will come out of your wages.”

      Benjamin glanced into the dining room, noting it was still half-full of guests, and nodded warily. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Now get started, and be quick about it.”

      Benjamin took up position with his back to the remaining guests, some of whom he vaguely recognized from the last London Season. He stacked china as if his life depended on it. When fully loaded, the tray was remarkably heavy. He staggered down the spiral staircase to the kitchen, holding his breath the entire way, and carefully placed the tray in the scullery where Mary was washing dishes like a madwoman.

      He set off back to the dining room to repeat the process. As he stacked dishes and sorted cutlery, he noticed something very strange. None of the guests seemed aware of all the work going on around them or were mindful of the servants. Would any of his passing acquaintances even notice him in this guise? Were they too used to blocking out those who served them?

      He was guilty of the same thing. He barely knew half the names of the staff at his house in London. He would remedy that when he returned…

      “You.” A glass was shoved against his chest. “Get me more brandy.”

      Benjamin glanced at the door, but the butler appeared to have gone.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “My lord.”

      Benjamin risked an upward glance to find the unpleasant visage of the Earl of Hayward staring back at him. Taking the glass, he walked over to the set of cut-glass decanters on the sideboard and poured the earl a hefty measure of brandy.

      “Here you are, my lord.” He bowed as he presented the glass to the peer who had resumed his seat by the fireplace.

      “That’s better. Next time use a tray and show some proper respect for your betters.” The earl raised his glass to his lips and contemplated Benjamin over the rim. “A word of warning, my fine fellow. The buxom blonde you went walking with today? She is not for your kind.” His smile turned salacious. “Her…talents lie elsewhere, so keep your hands to yourself. Do you understand me?”

      It took every ounce of self-discipline Benjamin possessed not to grab the obnoxious earl by the throat and shake him like a dog until he begged for mercy. Breathing hard through his nose, he took a step backward.

      “Yes, my lord.”

      Turning his back on the despicable excuse for a human being, Benjamin stacked plates so ferociously he was in danger of smashing a few. Seeing as he’d be the one paying the bill, he considered it worth the risk. The alternative was to follow the Earl of Hayward out of the dining room and challenge him to a duel, which would probably upset his hosts and cast a cloud over the forthcoming weddings. He had a suspicion that Henrietta wouldn’t be very impressed with him either…

      His elbow knocked a rather fine wine glass, sending it sideways off the table. Before he could even attempt to reach it, the glass stopped falling in midair and set itself back on the table. Benjamin blinked as a large redheaded and bearded man still holding the stem of the wine glass appeared and winked at him.

      “Benedict Nankervis, at your service, sir.” He bowed. Benjamin’s blood froze as he realized he could still see the door through the spectral Tudor figure. “Give my best regards to Mistress Henrietta, and keep her safe, mind.”

      “Absolutely,” Benjamin croaked, and the thing, whatever it was—he refused to call it a ghost—disappeared, leaving him with trembling limbs and the strong desire to run screaming from the room. But he couldn’t afford to draw attention to himself, so he stayed put.

      “Is that tray ready to go back to the kitchen, son?” Mr. Morris called out to him.

      “Yes, sir.” Benjamin picked up the heavy tray and headed for the door, almost colliding with his cousin Michael, who was coming in.

      “I do beg your pardon, sir,” Mr. Morris cried out. “This man isn’t part of our regular staff.”

      “That’s quite all right. My mistake, and no harm done.”

      Mr. Morris grabbed hold of the tray to steady it as Michael carried on into the dining room, not even acknowledging Benjamin’s existence in the slightest. Benjamin was beginning to feel as invisible as one of the ghosts. He was the heir to an earl. Was he really that forgettable even to his own blood relatives? Benjamin fought a sudden urge to laugh at his own indignation.

      Not being known—being able to be himself for the first time ever—was remarkably freeing…

      “Get on with you, lad, and be more careful next time.” Mr. Morris sent Benjamin on his way with a slap on his back. “Tell Mr. Drake that you’re done up here for now.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Morris,” Benjamin muttered as he navigated the first awkward turn down the servants’ stairs to the kitchen. Being ordered around like a lackey was also a new experience, but not one he tended to enjoy.

      By the time he put the tray on the scullery table, his arms and shoulders were aching. Mary turned around from the sink and made a face.

      “Drat. I thought I was done.”

      “Let me help you.” Benjamin took off his coat, rolled up his sleeves, and brought the first stack of plates over to the wooden draining board. “Scraps in here for the pigs?” He pointed at the bucket below the water pump.

      “Yes, please. And can you put the cutlery in the first sink and everything else in the second?” Mary gave him a sideways glance as he scraped the plates. “You don’t have to be doing this, you know. You’re a valet, not a kitchen boy.”

      “A valet with no one to valet,” he reminded her as he plunged the dirty silverware into the surprisingly hot water. “I’d much rather help you than be sent back upstairs.”

      “I can’t see why. It’s far nicer up there.” Mary paused. “Apart from all the ghosts, of course.”

      “I think I just met one,” Benjamin confided to her. “A large, portly gentleman with a red beard and hair, dressed in the style of the late King Henry VIII.”

      “That would be Benedict,” Mary confirmed. “He usually only appears to those he believes he can help find love.”

      “Then I’ve no idea why he stopped that wine glass from tumbling to the floor.” The ghost had told him to seek out Henrietta and keep her safe. Perhaps his admiration for her was more obvious than he imagined.

      Benjamin couldn’t help but notice how red and cracked Mary’s hands were. He nudged her shoulder. “Move over. I’ll wash for a while.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He pointed at her hands. “Yes. Your knuckles are starting to bleed.”

      She winced as she regarded them. “I’ll have to ask Cook for her special ointment.”

      “Why don’t you go and do that while I finish up these dishes?” Benjamin suggested. “I’ll be finished in a trice.”

      “Are you sure?” Mary looked doubtfully at him. “It’s not really your place—”

      He waved her away. “Go on. I won’t tell anyone if you won’t.”

      In truth, he’d never washed a dish before in his life, but it wasn’t that difficult. He regarded the row of pots currently simmering on the stove and grimaced, imagining how much Mary would have to deal with before the day was through. How would he like being stuck in the dark, damp castle kitchen for days on end?

      He wouldn’t like it at all.

      He made another mental note to check the management of his kitchens when he next went home to London. Seeing life from the other side of the green baize door was proving enlightening in many ways…
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      “Henrietta? Will you come in here, please?” Mrs. Bray stood at the door of the housekeeper’s sitting room, Mr. Morris beside her. Both of them were looking rather grim.

      “Yes, of course.” Henrietta checked to see if Benjamin was in the kitchen, but there was no sign of him. She’d left him there when she’d gone to put the greenery in the outside scullery. Had something happened? Had they been spotted kissing at the culvery?

      Mrs. Bray closed the door behind Henrietta and stood in front of the fire, hands clasped at her waist.

      “There has been a…theft.”

      Henrietta glanced at Mr. Morris, who nodded. “Indeed.”

      “Of what exactly?”

      “A very valuable necklace called the Eye of India.” Mrs. Bray grimaced. “They assume it is one of the servants, but the earl still wants us to conduct a discreet search of all the guests’ rooms, just in case it is one of their own.” She sniffed. “If it is one of us, you can guarantee we’ll be hauled up in front of a magistrate and sent to the gallows. If it is a guest, I doubt such measures will apply.”

      “What can I do to help?” Henrietta asked.

      “Mr. Morris and I are going to quickly search the guests’ rooms while the gentry are still at breakfast. I want you to check the servants’ quarters.” Mrs. Bray hesitated. “I suppose it could be one of the visiting servants who has stolen the necklace, but I have my doubts.”

      “Who do you think it is, Mrs. Bray?” Henrietta asked rather indiscreetly.

      The housekeeper glanced over at the butler. “It’s not my place to cast aspersions on anyone, but I do wonder what Mr. Timothy Cushing was thinking sending that necklace to the castle with his relative, Nathaniel Cushing. The man might be handsome, but he is quite penniless and would probably relish getting his hands on that amount of money.”

      “But if Mr. Cushing was the one who delivered the necklace to the castle, why didn’t he steal it earlier and just never turn up?” Henrietta pointed out. “I suspect there is more to the disappearance than we know of quite yet.”

      “All I know is that we need to find the darned thing before someone raises the alarm and spoils the weddings,” Mr. Morris said ominously. “The family would be mortified.”

      “Then I’ll start my search right away.” Henrietta curtsied. “By the way, Mrs. Bray, I think there are enough pigeons for Cook to make a dozen pies if she so desires. I don’t think we will need to ask our neighbors for assistance.”

      “Good. Now get on with you and come back here when you are finished.”

      Mrs. Bray still looked anxious, and for once, Henrietta couldn’t blame her. Theft in a household was a serious issue that, if not resolved quickly, would reflect badly on the housekeeper and butler and affect the morale of the staff.

      Henrietta trudged up the endless stairs to the very top of the castle and started her search in the maids’ quarters. It didn’t take long, seeing as each room was small and had few places to conceal anything. After making sure she replaced every item she touched, Henrietta moved across to the men’s side of the attics and worked her way through the dozen or so rooms. Some of the castle servants were sharing to allow more room for the visiting staff, which meant piles of belongings to sort through.

      After an hour, Henrietta was heartily sick of unwashed garments, smelly stockings, and damp wool. She went into Benjamin’s room last because she knew there would be little to see in there. To her surprise, he’d left a small pile of coins and a signet ring lying on the chest beside his bed in full view. Did the man have no sense?

      The ring looked like it was made of heavy gold with a stone-set “S” in the center to use on sealing wax. Henrietta considered it with a frown. Had Benjamin inherited something remarkably fine from an ancestor, or had he appropriated the ring from his employer? It did have an “S” on it… Was it possible that the real reason Saxelby hadn’t arrived at the castle was because Benjamin had prevented him? Or worse, was Benjamin somehow in league with the jewel thief?

      She scolded herself for her overactive imagination, and went back down the stairs. She wouldn’t mention it to Mrs. Bray. Benjamin was not the kind of man who would do such a thing. His forthright manner was not designed for concealment. She was allowing the fantastical nature of the castle and its horrid history to distort her normal commonsense.

      A clatter of plates and a soft curse made her look toward the scullery to find Benjamin stoically washing dishes in his shirtsleeves. There was no sign of Mary.

      She went over to him. “Why are you washing dishes?”

      He looked up at her briefly before returning his attention to the sink. “Mary’s hands were bleeding. She went to get some ointment from Cook.”

      “The poor girl. I know how painful that can be.” Henrietta picked up one of the cloths warming by the range, and started to dry the stack of plates on the wooden draining board. “I wonder if I have an old pair of kid gloves in my belongings that I could lend her?”

      “You don’t have your belongings,” Benjamin reminded her.

      “Oh yes, that’s right.” Henrietta sighed. “I’ll have to ask one of the healers in the village if they have something for her instead.”

      “I met a ghost today,” Benjamin said as he handed her another plate. “He told me his name was Benedict and to give you his best regards.”

      “Did he now?” Henrietta smiled at him. “I thought you didn’t believe in such mythical beings.”

      Benjamin shrugged. “In this particular locale it seems impossible not to. I owe him my thanks. He saved a glass from falling to the floor that would’ve cost me a week’s wages.”

      “That was kind of him.” It was also surprising, as Benedict didn’t often take on a more corporeal form. “I believe he’s been at the castle for a very long time. He was beheaded when he serenaded the wrong queen during the reign of King Henry VIII.”

      Benjamin shuddered. “Well thank goodness his head was firmly on his shoulders, and not under his arm, or else I would have thrown the entire contents of the tray at him and put myself in debt up to my eyeballs.”

      “Speaking of your current worldly wealth,” Henrietta said. “You shouldn’t leave your coins out beside your bed. Anyone could steal them.”

      “My coins?” He shrugged. “There’s hardly anything worth stealing.”

      His casual disregard for what most servants would consider a fortune was puzzling and revived her suspicions. “What about your ring, then? Surely you don’t want to lose that?”

      He turned to her, water dripping down his forearms, his brown gaze icy. “May I ask exactly what you were doing in my bedchamber?”

      “I was…” Henrietta couldn’t tell him what she’d been doing or her grandmother would never let her hear the end of it. And if Benjamin was a thief… “I just happened to be passing by.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Close enough to count my change and examine my ring?”

      “They were right in front of my nose,” Henrietta protested.

      “If your nose was in my bedchamber along with the rest of you,” Benjamin snapped as he dried his hands, and picked up his coat. “Perhaps it would be better, ma’am, if you kept your person out of my bedchamber altogether!”

      His whole demeanor radiated a freezing politeness that was completely at odds with the man she thought she’d begun to know. But there was nothing Henrietta could do about it except curtsey and offer him a frosty smile of her own in return.

      “As you wish, sir. I beg your pardon.”

      He nodded curtly, marched over to the outer door that led to the stables, and slammed it behind him. Henrietta looked around to see if anyone had noticed their altercation, but, luckily, everyone was too intent on their own tasks. She let out her breath. What had happened to make her plainspoken companion transform into a suspicious and supercilious man? Was he truly hiding something, after all?

      Why should she be surprised or hurt? She barely knew him and one kiss didn’t reveal the true nature of a man. During her brief marriage, she’d learned that lesson rather well. She set the last plate back on the dresser. Two weddings and the Yule Ball were being celebrated at the castle on the morrow. If Benjamin’s employer didn’t appear for the events, perhaps it would be time for Henrietta to do some investigating of her own.
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* * *

      Benjamin’s indignation as to Henrietta’s invasion of his privacy lasted all the way to the stables, which was where he finally slowed down and considered what he’d done. She probably thought he was up to no good now, when, in reality, he’d simply been worried that she’d recognized the coat of arms engraved in his signet ring and worked out exactly who he was.

      If she had realized who he was, wouldn’t she have addressed the matter? Had he even given her the opportunity? Benjamin groaned and punched the stone wall with his clenched fist.

      “Can I help you?”

      He glanced up from rubbing his knuckles to see one of the Keyvnor stable lads grinning at him.

      “Yes. I wanted to know if the Saxelby carriage has arrived yet.”

      “No, it hasn’t, but there is a note here to be delivered to you.”

      “Thank you.” Benjamin waited until the stable boy came back with a much-folded letter.

      “There’s one for Miss Henrietta, too. All the way from London.”

      “Then I’ll take that to her as well.”

      The stable lad winked. “Maybe she’ll thank you with a kiss under the mistletoe, eh mister?”

      “You never know,” Benjamin replied glumly, aware that the possibility Henrietta might ever kiss him again had probably been lost forever because of his guilty conscience. ”Thank you.”

      He opened his letter as he walked slowly back to the house and paused to read the contents.

      Sir, the roads are impassable for the carriage. I intend to hire a horse or gig and will endeavor to bring as much of your baggage with me as I can in order for you to attend the festivities in good order. Yours, Robert Fletcher.

      Benjamin stared up at the massive bulk of the castle. Well, there was the end of his adventure. Knowing his valet’s dedication to duty, Benjamin’s wedding finery would be here with him on the morrow, if not sooner, and he would no longer be welcome in the kitchens. Two days of being a different man would have to do.

      But it was not enough.

      Benjamin’s fist closed around the letter as he floundered through a series of conflicting emotions. He wanted more time with Henrietta. He wanted to explain. He had a sense that she might be the only woman on earth who would understand him. But to what cause? She didn’t need him, and what could he offer her?

      He abruptly stepped off the path to allow the Duke of Iverfyre and one of the Goodenham sisters to walk past him. They were deep in conversation and quite oblivious to his presence.

      Wearily, he continued on to the kitchens, aware that his time was running out and that he owed it to Henrietta to at least tell her the truth before he was revealed as a fraud. He pushed open the massive back door and stepped into the flagstone entrance hall. And what version of the truth would he tell her? That he’d stupidly fallen in love with her the moment he’d seen her? That he wasn’t who he said he was? Which truth would she want to hear, knowing that both of them would soon be leaving this place and would probably never see each other again?

      He went into the kitchen proper, smiled at Mary who was sitting by the fire drinking a cup of tea, and looked around for Henrietta.

      “She’s in the housekeeper’s sitting room,” Mary piped up.

      He held up the letter. “The stable lad gave me this for her.”

      “Then put it on the table. I’ll make sure she finds it.” Mary looked up at the ceiling and shivered. “The ghosts are very restless today.”

      “About what?” Benjamin paused to listen to the creaks and groans that occasionally sounded rather too human for his liking.

      “There is a disturbance here, a source of power that is troubling them.” She spoke slowly, her light blue eyes glowing like sapphires. “Have you ever heard of the legend of the Grimstone?”

      “No, I haven’t. Can you not call a priest to exorcise this whole misbegotten place?” A large pot rattled and fell off the rack, startling them both. Benjamin held up his hands and went to retrieve it. “No offense.”

      Another pot crashed to the ground inches from his outstretched hand, and he winced. “I take it back. You all have more right to be here than I do.”

      Mr. Drake came into the kitchen, followed by two of the footman, and frowned at Benjamin.

      “Has your employer still not arrived?”

      “He won’t be much longer.” Benjamin held up the note. “He is determined to arrive before the wedding.”

      “We shall see about that,” Mr. Drake muttered. “And if he doesn’t, I shall be speaking to the earl about being reimbursed for housing and feeding you.” He glared at Benjamin. “In the meantime, you can make yourself useful. We have to prepare the Great Hall for the weddings tomorrow and the Yule Ball later in the evening. Now come along.”

      Benjamin resigned himself to his fate, and, after one last longing look at the closed door of the housekeeper’s room, followed the steward up the stairs into the main wing of the castle.
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* * *

      “I found it.” Mrs. Bray was practically smiling. “The jewel was secreted in the belongings of Lady Daphne Goodenham.”

      “Lady Daphne?” Henrietta raised her eyebrows. Her relief at the thief not being Benjamin made her giddy. “I wonder what she intended to do with it? She doesn’t look the type to steal things.”

      “You’d be surprised what the pretty ones are like,” Mrs. Bray said darkly. “Some of the guests we’ve had over the years have looked as if butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths, yet have gotten up to all kinds of shenanigans.”

      “Did you tell the earl?” Henrietta asked.

      “I did. He thanked me profusely for my assistance and loyalty, and assured me that he would deal with the matter.” Mrs. Bray sighed. “Which means they’ll all pretend that nothing happened after all.”

      “That’s aristocrats for you,” Mr. Morris muttered. “One rule for them and another for the rest of us.”

      “We’ve got no time to dwell on that right now, Mr. Morris,” Mrs. Bray declared as she straightened her spine. “We have two weddings and a ball to prepare for tomorrow, and then it’s Christmas Day. We’ll all need to pull our weight.”

      “I’ll do whatever you require of me, Mrs. Bray.” Henrietta curtsied to her grandmother. “Where would you like me to start?”

      After being given an extensive list of duties, Henrietta left her grandmother and the butler celebrating the successful discovery of the jewelry with a glass of port and returned to the kitchen. Cook was issuing rapid orders to her kitchen maids and Mary was busy setting out pots and pans on the kitchen table.

      “There is a letter for you, Henrietta. Benjamin brought it in.” Mary pointed at the corner of the table.

      “That was good of him.” Henrietta picked up the folded letter and put it in her apron pocket. “Where is he now?”

      “He’s off helping Mr. Drake in the Great Hall. He said he thinks his employer will be arriving soon.” Mary winked at her. “He was looking for you like a long-lost puppy.”

      “I sincerely doubt that,” Henrietta replied. Unless he wanted to apologize for treating her like the servant he obviously thought she was. She’d only been in his room because Mrs. Bray had asked her to search all the quarters, and he’d reacted to her questions as if he had something to hide.

      “There’s no time to worry about that,” Henrietta told herself firmly. She had a future to plan that didn’t include worrying about a man who acted as if he was the lord of the manor rather than the lowly valet. “You have a lot to accomplish today, starting with arranging the flowers in the Great Hall.”

      She gathered as much greenery as she could in her basket and went up the stairs to the Great Hall, which had stood within the castle walls since medieval times. As a child, she’d loved hiding in the huge fireplace and relished all the stories of whole suckling pigs and sides of beef being cooked on revolving spits over the flames.

      After centuries of use, the blackened stones at the rear of the fire would never be clean. Henrietta knew this personally because, when she was a child, one of her punishments had been to clean them with a scrubbing brush and a bucket of water. Today, the stone hearth had been swept clean and the high mantelpiece topped with candles.

      She considered the foliage in her basket, aware of the noise echoing from the other end of the hall where the servants were moving furniture around. There were a few disgruntled-looking ghosts gathered in the minstrel’s gallery. They always hated disruptions, although she suspected they’d all enjoy the weddings on the morrow. It was nice to see the castle in all its glory, hosting the large wedding party and the Yule Ball in the evening.

      Henrietta selected a swathe of holly berries and draped them along the back of the mantelpiece. She continued adding branches until she had covered the whole length, and then placed amongst the greenery some of the more precious white and red flowers that would match the colors of the wedding party.

      “That is very pretty.”

      Henrietta looked over her shoulder to see Miss Holly Prescott studying the fireplace. “Thank you.”

      “I like holly.”

      “It certainly brightens everything up,” Henrietta agreed.

      “If one can avoid the prickly parts.” Miss Holly winked and went on her way, leaving Henrietta smiling.

      Now she needed someone to bring up the two large brass pots for either side of the fireplace. She went to find one of the footmen and instead found Benjamin.

      “Were you looking for me?” he asked.

      “Not at all.” She gave him a polite but distant smile. “You’ve already warned me to stay away from you once today.”

      He sighed and shoved a hand through his hair. “I should apologize. I was worried that you—” He stopped speaking as one of the maids rushed past him. “Can we go somewhere and finish this conversation in private?”

      “We can’t just walk away and leave everything to the other servants,” Henrietta objected.

      “Neither of us works here. How can they miss us?” Benjamin countered impatiently. “There is something I need to tell you.”

      There was the sound of raised voices at the far end of the hall, and Henrietta looked past Benjamin to see a man striding purposefully toward them. He stopped when he reached Benjamin and bowed low.

      “Lord Saxelby. I am finally here. I apologize for the delay.”

      Henrietta’s breath stuttered in her chest, and she dug her fingernails into the wicker handle of her basket. She turned to Benjamin, who was not looking pleased, and raised her chin.

      “I have to assume that this is your valet, Lord Saxelby.”

      “Yes.” Benjamin swallowed hard. “I—”

      “Indeed, ma’am.” The stranger nodded to her. “Robert Fletcher at your service.”

      Henrietta found a smile somewhere. “You are most welcome at Castle Keyvnor.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Thank you, Robert.” Benjamin’s gaze met Henrietta’s. “If you would give me a moment, ma’am, I’d like to explain…”

      “Perhaps another time.” Henrietta gathered herself and curtsied. “I have to go and help Mrs. Bray.” She paused. “Perhaps Lord Saxelby can show you up to your room, Robert? He certainly knows the way.”
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* * *

      Benjamin watched Henrietta march away from him and turned to Robert. “Go down to the kitchen. I ‘ll meet you there in a minute.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      Benjamin set off after Henrietta, vaguely aware of Mr. Drake shouting his name, and unwilling to stop to explain anything at this point. She wasn’t heading downstairs, but out toward the castle gardens and the entrance to the maze. He caught up with her and called her name.

      “Stop. Please. Let me explain.”

      She stopped walking, but she didn’t turn around. He advanced slowly toward her, aware that he was shaking.

      “I never intended for this to happen.”

      She swung around, her blue eyes glinting with tears. He felt it like a punch in the gut and took an impulsive step forward, hand outstretched.

      “Please don’t cry.”

      She raised her chin. “I’m not crying. What do you want, my lord?”

      “I tried to tell you several times that I wasn’t what or whom you thought I was,” Benjamin said.

      “That’s your defense?” She raised an eyebrow. “That I was too stupid to piece things together?”

      “No, of course not! The fault is entirely mine.” He hesitated. “That first night when you mistook me for my own valet and offered me a place to sleep, I was too damn tired and grateful to care about where I was or who you thought I was.”

      “And the day after that when you kissed me?”

      His hand dropped to his side. “I wanted to kiss you. I still want—”

      She cut him off. “For what purpose, sir? Are you on the lookout for a mistress, like the Earl of Hayward? Perhaps you should talk to each other and work out who can offer me the most advantageous financial liaison.”

      “As if you would condescend to become any man’s mistress,” Benjamin said. “That’s not what I want, anyway. It’s not about money.”

      “Then you simply want me to fall into your bed and be grateful for your fleeting attention?”

      “Devil take it, Henrietta. Stop putting words into my mouth!” He was shouting now, and he never shouted. “Wanting you, needing you, is difficult enough without you insisting on devaluing yourself.”

      “Difficult for you?” She smiled. “I don’t like being deceived, Lord Saxelby. My first husband lied about everything because he thought that by marrying me he would gain a fortune. As soon as he realized his mistake, he abandoned me. I was eighteen and alone in a country riven with war. I barely managed to survive.” She swallowed hard. “I hate liars with a passion.”

      “So because your first husband was a cowardly fool, all men are the same?” Benjamin demanded.

      “Except for my father, yes.”

      “The father who took you gambling, dressed you as a boy, and made you endure living in that war zone?”

      “Do not criticize my father.” Her voice was fierce and low. “At least he never pretended to be his own servant. Why did you do it? Was it some foolish wager?”

      “I don’t gamble.” He set his jaw, aware that his position was indefensible, but determined to battle through anyway. “I…enjoyed your company. I liked the fact that you seemed to like me, rather than my title or position.”

      She studied him for a very long time. “I do like you. I mean, I did—”

      “Until you discovered I was a peer.”

      “No, until I realized you were pretending to be something you are not.” She sighed. “I do care about honesty. I don’t care about your title, Benjamin.”

      “But that’s who I am. That is all I am.”

      “Whoever told you that?” Henrietta asked.

      He straightened his spine. “No one needed to tell me my duty to my family. As the eldest son of an earl, my path was set from the day I was born.”

      “That is terribly sad.”

      For the first time in his life he found himself agreeing with the unthinkable. “Yes, it is rather pitiful, isn’t it?”

      “You could be far more than that.”

      “Does that mean I am forgivable?” He held his breath.

      “Of course you are forgivable,” Henrietta said.

      “Then you accept my apology?”

      “Yes.”

      He reached for her hand, and she didn’t pull away as he kissed her fingers.

      “Thank you.”

      She gently disengaged herself from his grasp and curtsied, her smile so sweet it hurt to look at her. He had a terrible sensation that his world was about to end.

      “Goodbye, Benjamin. It was a pleasure knowing you.”

      He grabbed hold of her wrist. “Don’t say that. Don’t—”

      “You need to go and make yourself known to your hosts,” she said firmly but kindly. “I will make sure that Robert is well taken care of in the kitchens. I look forward to seeing you in your wedding finery.”

      She was leaving him, and he didn’t know how to stop her, didn’t have the vocabulary or experience necessary to counteract her calm logic.

      “I don’t want it to end like this.”

      “What to end?” she countered. “We shared a kiss.”

      He glared at her. “It was far more than that to me.”

      She looked away from him, tears glinting in her eyes. “This place—this moment we shared—isn’t real. You know that. You remarked upon the absurdity of it yourself. When you leave here, you will wonder what on earth you were thinking about.”

      “When I leave here, I’ll go back to being the stuffy eldest son of an earl,” Benjamin said bitterly. “And what about you?”

      “I’ll take up my new position as a governess in Hertfordshire.”

      He stepped so close she had to raise her chin to look at him. “And that’s enough for you?”

      “At least I’ll be safe,” she retorted, her cheeks flushing at his accusative tone.

      “Safe.” He shook his head. “That’s all you require? You’ll be bored in five minutes!”

      “Which has nothing to do with you!”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t, because you are too cowardly to even contemplate a future with me in it!”

      Her hands went to her hips. “How dare you sit in judgment on me when you pretended to be your own valet!”

      “Oh, we’re back to that are we?” he jeered. “I thought you’d forgiven me.”

      “You are impossible!” She shoved him hard in the chest. “Go away, you horrible, infuriating man.”

      He took hold of her by the shoulders and crushed her mouth against his until she was kissing him, her nails digging into the nape of his neck.

      When he finally drew back, he was panting. “Tell me that means nothing to you. Tell me you won’t even give me a chance.”

      She pressed her trembling fingers against his mouth. “Goodbye, Benjamin.”

      He let her untangle herself from his arms and walk away before falling to his knees in despair. What in God’s name had gotten into him? He was never loud or impatient, and he always kept his temper. What had Castle Keyvnor unleashed in him, and how would he turn back into the man he needed to be? Did he even want to be that shell of a man anymore?

      “What the devil are you doing down there, coz?”

      Benjamin’s defeated gaze fixed on the highly polished top boots of his cousin Michael, and he wearily got to his feet.

      “Nothing important. Just mourning the loss of all my future hopes and dreams.”

      Michael’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you drunk, Saxelby?”

      “No.” Benjamin gave Michael a savage smile. “But I fear my heart might be broken in two.”
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      Henrietta snatched a drink of ale from the jug on the kitchen table and considered the tasks she still had to accomplish. The weddings had gone off beautifully in the Great Hall, and now the guests were gathering for the Yule Ball. She hadn’t stopped working long enough to think about Benjamin and his deception, and yet it sat in her stomach like an indigestible sour plum.

      She pictured his expression as he’d argued with her, sometimes angry, sometimes so passionate and vulnerable that she’d wanted to throw caution to the winds and just agree to anything he suggested. But he was the son and heir of an earl. He had no place in his life for her, and she… She was to become a respectable governess with a stable home—something she’d dreamed about since she was a little girl.

      Oblivious to the noise and clatter as Cook barked orders and prepared a late supper for the ball, Henrietta clasped the mug of ale to her bosom. She’d watched Benjamin at the wedding, looking quite unlike himself in a dark coat and gleaming white shirt and cravat. He hadn’t looked passionate at all, just as miserable as she currently felt. He’d stood between a younger man who slightly resembled him and a married couple, his face stony.

      She remembered him in the dovecote laughing down at her, his auburn hair mussed and pigeon feathers stuck in his ears. Would he ever look like that again? She marveled at her own conceit. Of course he would. He’d find a woman of his own class, marry her, and be happy forever after. The fact that the mere thought of him looking at another woman made her fingers curl into claws was neither helpful, nor relevant.

      One of them had to be sensible. She would not allow herself to acknowledge that she had come to care for him so quickly and so deeply. It was folly. She’d never be anyone’s dupe again.

      “Henrietta!” She jumped as Mrs. Bray approached her, looking rather frazzled. “Go upstairs and make sure that everything is ready in the ladies’ retiring room. Your main duty tonight will be to assist the ladies.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Bray.”

      She was more than happy to take on a job that would not only keep her busy, but also prevent any of the servants, particularly Mr. Drake, from asking her how Benjamin the valet had suddenly become his own employer. Not that anyone had apparently noticed on either side of the divide. It was quite startling how unobservant they all were.

      As she reached the main level of the castle, the musicians struck an opening chord, and she smiled, imagining the couples dancing to the intricate music. She’d never been to a ball and suspected that now she never would. Governesses weren’t invited to such things.

      She paused, her hand on the door latch. Benjamin was right. She would be bored.

      But he hadn’t experienced life as she had—living hand to mouth when her father ran out of funds, being chased by his creditors, being used to beg for more time to pay because her father joked that she would melt the hardest of hearts. She wanted to be safe. What was wrong with that?

      For the next hour, she was kept busy helping various ladies pin up their hair and mend their hems. Some of the locals remembered her from when she was a child and were pleased to see her again. They were all very grateful for her efforts and for those of the rest of the staff at Keyvnor. When the musicians took a well-deserved break, she took them their supper, and then stepped outside to view the lights and escape the heated, over-perfumed atmosphere.

      Her breath condensed in the cold, and she wished she’d brought her shawl out with her. She glanced down at her sensible black gown and wished it was made of silk, or chiffon and lace, and fit for a ball...

      “All alone, my dear?”

      She turned to see the Earl of Hayward leering at her from the doorway. He was smoking a cigarillo and had a glass of brandy in his hand. His breath smelled as if he’d had enough brandy for the entire wedding party.

      “Actually, I’m just about to go back inside.” Henrietta smiled politely. “It is rather cold out here.”

      “There’s no need to rush off, little pigeon.” His gaze traveled over her in a way that put her in mind of a farmer at a cattle market. “I wanted to speak to you about a little proposition of mine.”

      “I can’t think of anything you want that could concern me, sir.”

      “A financial proposition. I’m in need of a mistress.”

      Oh God, she was tired of this, of him, and of the whole upper class and their overwhelming arrogance.

      “Then I wish you well in finding one. Good night, sir.” She attempted to push past him, but he grabbed her wrist in a painful grip.

      “Don’t walk away when I’m talking to you, girl.”

      “Let go of me,” she snarled. “Or I will not be responsible for what I do to you.”

      “Yes, let her go.” Henrietta froze as Benjamin spoke from behind her. “Or I’ll help her mete out whatever punishment for your presumption she deems necessary.”

      The earl took a step back and collided with the doorframe. “Saxelby. I didn’t see you there. No need to fret, old boy. This woman and I are friends, aren’t we dear?”

      “No, we are not.” Henrietta jerked her wrist free. “You are a disgusting old rake.”

      “Do you really wish to cause another scene, Hayward?” Benjamin drawled. “I hear you’ve already upset one lady. One would hate to have to ask the Earl of Banfield to eject you from the castle in disgrace.”

      Hayward gave Benjamin a curt bow and ignored Henrietta. “As you wish, my lord.”

      “And season’s greetings to you, too,” Benjamin called after him as the earl scuttled away.

      He turned to Henrietta, his brow creased. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No, you arrived just in time.” She tried to smile and failed miserably.

      He came immediately to her side and took her hand. “You are shaking. Do you want me to plant him a facer or call him out?”

      “And ruin the festivities? My grandmother would disown me.” She shuddered. “No, thank you. I appreciate the offer, though.”

      He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. “As you wish.”

      She stared at his perfectly tied cravat, unwilling to risk looking up because she was simply too vulnerable to force herself to walk away from him right now.

      “Will you dance with me?”

      “What?” Henrietta had to raise her startled gaze to his.

      “Will you dance with me?” Benjamin asked again. “I’ve danced with several delightful ladies tonight, but all I could think about was you.”

      “I’m not dressed for dancing, and there’s no music.” Henrietta objected even as her heart leaped at the very idea.

      “You are always so practical.” He paused. “Can you not imagine, then? Can you allow the magic of Castle Keyvnor to enfold us for one last time?”

      “Why? I was horrible to you.” Her voice cracked. “I sent you away.”

      “I know you did, and I deserved it.” His smile was like the sweetest balm to her bruised heart. “But here I am, wanting to dance with you, wanting to share this Christmas Eve moment with you. So what will you do?”

      “You’re not playing fair.” She sniffed.

      “Why should I?” He had the audacity to chuckle. “What do I have to lose?”

      “Your reputation?”

      “By dancing with you? I don’t think so.” He took her other hand and placed it on his shoulder. “Come on.”

      She knew the steps of all the dances because she’d learned them at school, but she’d never actually performed them with a man. She allowed her fingers to rest on the shoulder of his extremely well-cut coat, as he encircled her waist with his arm.

      Out of nowhere the sound of a lute emerged, playing a remarkably modern version of a waltz. Henrietta looked up to see Benedict sitting atop the parapet wall, strumming away and smiling encouragingly down at her.

      With a sigh, she accepted the inevitable and allowed Benjamin to lead her into the dance. They fitted together perfectly, his lean strength the ideal balance for her softer curves. She wanted to weep, she wanted to sing, and she wanted the moment never to end.

      “Henrietta…”

      Benjamin looked down at her, his soul in his eyes, and she stood on tiptoe to kiss him. If this was their magic moment, mayhap she should make the most of it. His mouth opened to her, and then she simply allowed her emotions to do her talking as they explored each other until she suddenly knew what she wanted.

      It was a magical night. It was her last night with Benjamin before he returned to being a peer, and she became a respectable governess.

      She cupped Benjamin’s chin. “Will you come to bed with me?”

      His eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I know it is extremely forward of me to be offering myself to you like this, but—”

      The rest of her explanation was swallowed in his kiss.

      Eventually, she pulled away and made him look at her. “You must promise that we share this one night only with no regret on either side on the morrow.”

      “If I must.” He kissed her again.

      Eventually, she took his hand, and they climbed the stairs to the servants’ quarters together. It was quiet up there. All the staff was currently engaged in helping with the ball or serving the supper. Even though she thought they would not be disturbed, she locked the door behind them.

      Benjamin turned a slow circle, looking from her bed to the wooden pegs where she had hung her other gown, petticoat, and cloak.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked softly.

      In answer, she started unpinning her bodice, and he rushed to her side, burying his hands in her hair to remove the pins that held it in place.

      “I’ve imagined doing this so many times,” he whispered. “Taking down your hair, wrapping my fist in it, and keeping you close…”

      Henrietta shivered at the promise in his words as she let her gown fall to the floor, revealing her plain stays, shift, and petticoat. He was probably used to silk and satin, but she had none of those things to tempt him with. Not that he seemed to need them.

      “May I help you?” Benjamin asked.

      She turned her back to him, removed her petticoat, and allowed him to unlace her stays. Her breathing was so ragged she thought she might faint. His fingertips grazed her shoulder, and he bent to kiss her throat.

      “You are so beautiful. I cannot believe I am here with you and not still stuck in my dreams.”

      She wanted to remind him that it still was a dream, but something held her back. With his living, breathing presence behind her, how could she pretend he wasn’t real—that what they were about to do together would not remain seared in her memory forever?

      “Help me,” Benjamin commanded.

      She turned to face him, one eyebrow raised. “You managed without your valet for three days. Have you already forgotten how to undress yourself?”

      “No, but I’d much rather you did it.” He sighed as she reached for his intricately tied cravat. “Robert, efficient as he is, doesn’t have quite the same effect on me.”

      It didn’t take long for her to reduce him to just his shirt, which he tore off over his head, leaving him naked and hard and so perfectly beautiful that Henrietta could only stare at him. She reached out and traced the passage from his sternum down to the flatness of his stomach with her fingertip.

      He shuddered and brought her into his arms. “Don’t go any lower or I’ll disgrace myself.”

      His cock pressed against her shift, making it damp as he kissed her with a lavish thoroughness that made her moan and rub herself against him like a cat. She should have known he would take his responsibilities very seriously. His hand inched under her shift to clasp her bottom, lifting her into him and making her want…

      “Let’s lie down before I fall,” he murmured against her lips. “I’d rather not resort to the desperate tactics of backing you up against the nearest wall and having my way with you.”

      She nipped his ear. “Maybe we can try that later.”

      He groaned and followed her down onto the narrow bed, straddling her hips as he removed her shift. His gaze fastened on her breasts, and he licked his lips.

      “Dear God…”

      A second later his mouth was on her, tasting her hard nipple and the softness of her flesh while she writhed beneath him. His hand skimmed her hip and then cupped her between the legs.

      “You’re wet for me.”

      Henrietta smiled and rocked her hips against the palm of his questing hand. His thumb found her bud, and he toyed with her, his fingers easily gaining entry inside her, moving in a rhythm as old as time. She closed her eyes as pleasure overwhelmed her in such sharp, bright colors that she climaxed immediately.

      He went still, his heart pounding against her chest, his hot, throbbing cock pressed to her stomach.

      “I want to be inside you.” He met her gaze, his hand lingering, learning her, inciting her passion with every touch. “I promise I will not…come inside you, but—l must—”

      She touched his swollen, well-kissed mouth with her fingertips. “You will not make me pregnant even if you do come inside me. I’m due to bleed in the next day or so.”

      “What difference does that make?”

      He frowned down at her, and she almost laughed. He was naked, aroused, and braced over her body. But even in the throes of passion he wanted to know all the particulars before he proceeded.

      “Remember, I lived with an army. Most of the women who followed the drum didn’t want to conceive children in that uncertain environment. They talked about such things, and I listened.”
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* * *

      Benjamin studied Henrietta for a long moment, and then took her hand and wrapped it firmly around the base of his shaft. She would not deceive him. He would wager his soul on that. His ability to construct another rational thought crumbled as she slid her fingers up and down his cock, making his hips rock into the rhythm she demanded. He hastily removed her hand.

      “No, or I’ll not last another minute.”

      She laughed up at him, and he found himself smiling back. He’d never had sex with a woman he regarded as a cross between a goddess and an equal before. All his other encounters had been of a more transactional nature. This was the most thrilling and freeing event of his life. Her frank appreciation of his body, and her willingness to allow him to plunder hers, was remarkable.

      He eased her thighs apart with his knees and lightly grazed his knuckles over her golden mound and the delightful swollen bud beneath. She closed her eyes and writhed against the sheet, making him stare in awe at the fact that he was doing this to her. Baron Saxelby, heir to the Earl of Widcome.

      “Benjamin…”

      Her softly spoken plea made him pause. No, this wasn’t Saxelby. This was Benjamin making love for the first time in his life.

      He eased down over her glorious, lush body, one hand guiding his cock deep as he thrust forward and was taken in, and…Gods. He had to close his eyes in case he wept with the sheer pleasure of it. Henrietta had let him inside her, and he felt as if he’d come home.

      Her hands came to rest on his shoulders, and she raised her hips, allowing him to sink even deeper and align their bodies in perfect harmony. He had to move now, had to see if the pleasure stayed or increased ten-thousand fold. Her gasp as he rocked back and dove in again shuddered through his body. He wanted to give her everything—wanted to make her scream his name and never ever forget him.

      Her nails raked his back, and her heel crept up the back of his thigh to his arse, holding him locked against her. It was heaven and hell, and he had to come, had to…

      With one last anguished cry, Benjamin climaxed so hard he bit his lip and tasted blood. Just as he thought he might regain his senses, Henrietta came too, and his whole world disintegrated into a mindless sensation of pure need as his cock was squeezed and pummeled within the tight grip of her channel.

      He stayed braced over her, waiting for his heart to slow down, aware that she was wrapped around him and that he never wanted to let her go again. He didn’t want to think about that. Didn’t want reality interfering with their magical night just yet. With a groan, he managed to roll away and almost ended up on the floor.
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* * *

      Henrietta slowly opened her eyes, and stared up at the angled ceiling. She wanted to pull Benjamin’s body back over hers so they could stay joined together and forget everything. She’d been given a blessing. Lying with Benjamin had changed her, freed her from the past and the awkward fumblings of a marriage gone rotten from the start. She’d begun to believe she would never experience passion, but Benjamin had shown her otherwise. Who would have thought he concealed such depths?

      She eased over onto her side and dragged Benjamin back from the edge of the narrow bed to face her. She could hear the echoes of the Yule Ball down below, music and laughter and the faint howl of the ever-present wind prowling the castle halls. None of that mattered. She traced his fine features, the curve of his mouth and the aquiline bridge of his nose.

      “Thank you.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I was about to say the same thing.” He paused. “Unless, you mean you want me to leave?”

      “Not unless you have to get back to the ball, or your family.”

      “I doubt they will miss me.” His smile was wry. “They didn’t notice when I disappeared for two whole days, so a few hours more won’t matter.”

      “The servants have been asking about you, but no one has noticed you are still here.” She stroked an errant strand of auburn hair away from his cheek. She couldn’t seem to stop touching him. “People are very unobservant sometimes.”

      “I couldn’t agree with you more. From now on, I will be paying attention to the people who serve me, and I will appreciate their efforts.”

      “Until you become used to them again, and they fade into the background.”

      He studied her face. “I’ll never forget you.”

      “Or I, you.” She leaned in to kiss him just as he did the same thing. Their mouths met and clung until he rolled her beneath him again and loved her until she forgot everything but the scent, taste, and feel of him.

      One magical night. One man who had restored her faith in all men and made her feel desirable again. She’d never forget him.

      How could she?
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* * *

      A door slammed somewhere along the corridor, and Benjamin woke up with a start. It only took him a second to remember that he had Henrietta wrapped in his arms and was in her bed in the attics of Castle Keyvnor. She sighed and nestled closer, her glorious hair draped over his chest like a warrior’s cloak.

      He didn’t want to get up. He didn’t want to go down those stairs and be the stiff and formal Saxelby again. Henrietta liked Benjamin, and that was the most precious Christmas gift he’d ever received.

      There was a scratching sound, and Benjamin switched his besotted gaze from Henrietta to where her clothing was hung on a row of pegs on the wall. A letter fell out of her apron pocket and floated gently down to the floor right next to him by the bed.

      Benjamin was fairly certain that no draft had blown the letter to him and searched hard for any sight of Benedict Nankervis. He heard the ghost of a laugh, and then nothing more. Trying not to awaken Henrietta, he reached out and picked up the familiar letter that had a London address scrawled in one corner. The seal was unbroken.

      “What are you doing?” Henrietta murmured sleepily.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “That’s my letter.” She opened one eye and eased herself off his chest. “Where did you get that?”

      “It floated out of your apron pocket practically into my hand.” He offered it to her. “Why haven’t you opened it?”

      She sat up, her hair falling over her breasts, and yawned, which made his morning cockstand spring to attention. “I put it in my pocket and forgot about it.”

      “Then perhaps you should open it now.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him. “You are remarkably annoying in the morning.”

      “Seeing as your ghostly friend delivered the letter to me personally, I feel somewhat obliged to make sure you read it.”

      She peered at the address and broke the seal with obvious reluctance. “It’s from the solicitor in London.”

      “What solicitor?” Benjamin asked.

      “It has something to do with my father’s estate—or lack of it. I never met his family, and my mother was an only child, so I suppose I am the only person left to take care of his affairs.” She grimaced. “I am almost afraid to find out what it says.”

      “Would you like me to read it for you?”

      She patted his arm. “That’s very sweet of you, Benjamin, but it hardly merits your time or your attention.”

      He bit back his first reply that anything that disturbed her demanded his attention and, feeling curiously hurt, gestured to the door.

      “Would you prefer it if I left you to read the letter in peace?”

      She glanced up at him, the unfolded letter still in her hand. “Now I have offended you, and you’re back to being top-lofty again.”

      “I am only trying to be practical,” he pointed out as calmly as he could, suddenly aware of his nakedness, and the scent of their lovemaking all around him. She’d offered him one precious night, not the rest of her life. He’d promised to abide by that decision. He tried to match her practical tone.

      “I am in your bed, and I’m fairly certain you wouldn’t wish Mrs. Bray to catch me here.”

      She put the letter on the pillow and touched his cheek. “I’ll never forget this night, Benjamin. You…” She swallowed hard. “It’s hard to let you go, but I promised myself I wouldn’t regret a thing, and I won’t.”

      “You don’t have to let me go.” He heard himself speaking before he even realized he had something to say. “We could—”

      “No, we couldn’t. I don’t want to be any man’s mistress, and you are too far above me socially to allow anything else.” She got out of bed and started hunting for her clothes, throwing his on the bed.

      He gripped the sheet tightly between his fingers. “Who says so?”

      She sighed. “Benjamin, your family are obviously very important to you, and you consider it your duty to maintain your good name.”

      “Yes, that’s true, but what if I wanted to marry you—”

      She grabbed a washcloth, and vigorously began to wash her body, removing his scent, his possession of her, even as he watched. “I don’t want to be the reason you become alienated from your family. My father lost his family when he married my mother, and I don’t think he ever came to terms with that rejection.”

      “But he loved your mother.”

      She paused as she struggled into a clean shift. “Yes, he did, but he lost everything because of that choice. He was no longer invited to events he had long considered his birthright. He was ignored by friends and barred from his club.” She swung around, and he realized she was close to tears. “I cannot do that to you.”

      “You still think that’s all I care about.” He didn’t even bother to make it a question. He pulled his shirt over his head and stepped into his underclothes and pantaloons, his movements jerky as he struggled to control his thoughts.

      “No, but you should care. If you don’t consider these things, you might make a terrible mistake.” She came toward him and turned her back so he could help her with her stays. “We had a wonderful night together. Can you not be satisfied with that?”

      He laced her corset tight and tied the bow with shaking fingers. Every layer of clothing she added put her further away from him. Every goddamned reasonable word she uttered did exactly the same thing.

      He spun her around to face him. “And what if I think through all these matters very carefully indeed, and I still want you?”

      She studied him for so long that he almost forgot how to breathe.

      “Then I suppose you might find me and tell me so.”

      “I won’t know where you are.” As usual, his dogged determination to set things straight between them warred with his eminently practical nature.

      Her smile was a mixture of sweetness and fear that almost felled him to his knees. “You’ll find me if you really want to.” She went on tiptoe to kiss his mouth. “Now you should go back to your own room and behave yourself.”

      “I intend to.” He kissed her back. “May I speak freely to you if I see you around the castle today?”

      “Yes—as long as you don’t take me in your arms and kiss me.”

      So it was to be like that between them again—friendly banter and nothing else.

      “I believe if I catch you under the mistletoe, kissing you would be considered quite in order.” He took an unsteady step away from her. “Thank you for last night.”

      “It was truly magical.” Her smile wobbled. “I will never forget you, Benjamin.”

      He bowed low, put on his coat and shoes, and tiptoed out of the room and down the backstairs to the floor below. There was no one around yet. Even the kitchens were quiet.

      Benjamin let himself into his room and sank down on the side of the bed. Henrietta was not immune to him. She was simply allowing her father’s past to color her future. He took a deep, shuddering breath. He needed to think things through and weigh the odds. His heart told him this was his last chance to change the course of his current existence and make things right. Henrietta might have won this round, but she obviously had no idea how determined the newly awakened Benjamin could be.

      He lifted his head and stared out of the window at the dark sea beyond. For the first time in his life, he was going to do what was best for him, and the rest of his family could go hang themselves.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Henrietta waited until the door closed behind Benjamin, and sank down onto the bed, hands pressed to her eyes. She allowed herself to dissolve into a storm of unhelpful weeping. She’d managed to send him away even though her heart was breaking, and he’d let her… He’d kept his promise even though the look in his eyes when he’d left had almost shredded her resolve.

      After taking several deep, shuddering breaths, she managed to compose herself sufficiently to attempt to make the bed, which only served to remind her of the night she’d just shared with Benjamin. The letter flew up from the pillow and smacked her on the nose.

      “Stop it,” Henrietta warned whichever castle spirit was demanding her attention. “I’ll read it right now.”

      She broke the seal and sat on the side of the bed where the dawn light was now streaming through her window.

      
        
        Dear Miss Febland,

        Thank you for your recent letter. I appreciate your concern about the expense of a trip to London, but I assure you that your travels will not be in vain. I am honored to inform you that your recently deceased father, the Honorable Jonathan Febland-Mortimer, second son of the Earl of Febland was the beneficiary of several significant financial legacies from members of the Febland and Mortimer families. The family has been notified of your existence, and is looking forward to meeting you at my premises when you arrive in London.

        Please let me know your travel arrangements, and whether you require accommodation in London. My wife and I would be honored to have you as our guest.

        Yours sincerely.

        Alfred Pilcher. Esq.

        

      

      Henrietta read the letter through again and slowly closed her mouth. What on earth was going on? Her black sheep of a father had been the son of an earl? He’d left her money?

      She slowly shook her head and carefully folded the letter back up. If Mr. Pilcher was correct, she might have enough to live on without having to work for a living ever again. The idea was almost too overwhelming to accept. She hurried to pull on her woolen stockings and brush her hair into a respectable bun.

      If she was lucky, she might be able to speak to Benjamin before his valet went to help him dress.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Benjamin was too restless to wait for his valet to arrive. He dressed in his warmest clothes and was halfway down the backstairs before he remembered he was supposed to be one of the guests now and wouldn’t be welcome in the kitchens. He reversed course and passed through the empty Great Hall where the remnants of the Yule log smoldered in the huge fireplace and the scent of Christmas spices from the punch perfumed the air.

      He needed to write to his parents, but first he’d have to go to Hollybrook Park and speak to his sister Cassy. She might be the only member of his family who would understand why he wanted to marry a woman who wasn’t from his class whose grandmother was the castle housekeeper. Even if she didn’t understand why, she would probably support his decision.

      “Benjamin! I mean, Lord Saxelby—wait!”

      He looked over his shoulder to see Henrietta running toward him and swung around to face her.

      “What’s wrong?”

      It took him a moment to notice she was smiling and had something in her hand.

      “I finally read my letter. My father was the son of an earl, and he left me an inheritance!”

      Benjamin blinked at her. “I beg your pardon?”

      “The solicitor said that my father’s family want to meet me in London.” She paused to study him, her smile dimming. “Why aren’t you happy about this?”

      “Did you think this would make you more acceptable in my eyes?” He was surprised at how calm he sounded considering he wanted to punch his fist through the wall. “Was it impossible for you to believe that I might love you just for yourself?”

      “I wasn’t thinking about that at all! I was merely delighted that I might have enough to live on without having to take up that position as a governess. I was going to ask your advice as to what I should do next!”

      They stared at each other, both breathing hard for a long moment before she half-turned away. “I thought you would be pleased for me.”

      “I am pleased, it’s just that none of that matters to me.”

      Her hands fisted at her sides. “It doesn’t matter that I might have some money of my own and a family who want to acknowledge me? I have never had those things that you take so easily for granted. Can you not understand that it might matter to me and be pleased?”

      An icy finger pressed against Benjamin’s lips, and he fought a shudder as an unseen being whispered in his ear. “Speak wisely, my friend, or thou wilt lose the fair maiden.”

      The ghost was right. Benjamin needed to slow down before he said something that would destroy the fragile hopes he couldn’t bear to extinguish. Was he arguing simply because he wanted to be the hero of the story and rescue his very own Cinderella? Perhaps she didn’t need rescuing after all. Hadn’t he learned anything?

      For the first time since he’d met Henrietta, he needed to be rational Saxelby instead of passionate Benjamin. There was too much at stake to ruin everything now.

      “May I see the letter?”

      She handed it over without comment, and he read it through.

      “Oh, dear God, no.” All thoughts of being rational abruptly deserted him. Benjamin breathed out through his nose, and read it again. “This can’t be possible.”

      “What is it?” Henrietta asked.

      He raised his horrified gaze to meet hers. “You’re a Febland-Mortimer.”

      Henrietta wrinkled her nose. “Am I?”

      “Deidre Febland-Mortimer is one of my mother’s closest friends.”

      “Is she nice?”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” Benjamin asked hollowly.

      “If she is some kind of connection of mine, I might appreciate the insight.”

      “She’s… formidable.” He slowly exhaled. “Rather like you now that I think about it.”

      “Will l like her?”

      “If she and the rest of the family have decided to acknowledge you, I can guarantee she will support you through thick and thin.” Benjamin paused. “She’ll want to take you under her wing and bring you out in society, and—”

      Henrietta cleared her throat. “I think you are getting rather ahead of yourself, my lord.”

      “I know what that family are like,” Benjamin insisted. “You won’t have much choice in the matter.”

      “There are always choices, my lord.”

      He took her hand in his. “My name is Benjamin.”

      “And we are in public!” She looked around nervously and tried to pull away.

      “I had already decided I wanted to marry you before you came out with all this, you know,” Benjamin said. “I was going to speak to my sister and write to my parents before I asked you formally, but my mind was already made up.”

      She went still and looked up into his eyes. For the first time ever she seemed bereft of speech, so he plowed on. He might as well make a complete fool of himself and get it over with.

      “I fell in love with you the moment I saw you standing at the kitchen door. I don’t give a damn whether anyone thinks that is ridiculous, because it is the truth.” He cupped her chin, his thumb tracing her jawline. “And, having gotten to know you over the past few days, my feelings have only grown. You are no longer just a goddess, but the woman I wish to spend the rest of my life with. I admire your courage, your honesty, and your ability to laugh at life. I hope those qualities of yours will rub off on me and make me less of an unemotional stick-in-the-mud.”

      Her choke of laughter warmed his soul. “Are you quite sure, Benjamin?”

      “I’d be surer if you told me how you feel in return.” He mock-frowned at her.

      It was her turn to sigh. “I cannot imagine not seeing you again, hearing you laugh, or being thoroughly kissed by you.” She pressed a hand to her bosom. “Giving you up, and doing the right thing, made my heart ache. Is that love?” She gazed up at him searchingly. “I have never been in love before.”

      “Neither have I, but I know this is real and true.” He kissed her. “If you do decide to throw your lot in with the Febland-Mortimers, I will at least be able to court your properly.”

      “Court me?”

      He smiled down at her. “Indeed. I will take you driving in the park, fill up your dance card at balls to scandalize the dowagers, and kiss you soundly every time I get the opportunity.”

      “I have always wanted to dance at a ball…” Henrietta whispered. “I still cannot believe this is happening. It feels like a dream.”

      He smiled down at her. “You told me Castle Keyvnor was magical. Why are you surprised? By the way, if you are indeed a Febland-Mortimer heiress, you could probably marry a duke, you know.”

      “Why would I do that when I have you?” Henrietta murmured.

      Benjamin kissed her again, glad that she was obviously as besotted with him as he was with her.

      “Henrietta!”

      “Benjamin!”

      They both jumped apart as Mrs. Bray and Mr. Drake bore down upon them from opposite sides of the room, but with identical expressions of horror.

      “What on earth are you doing canoodling in the Great Hall on Christmas morning?” Mrs. Bray got in first.

      “And where have you been the last day or so, Benjamin?” Mr. Drake demanded.

      “Mr. Drake, you are mistaken. That’s Lord Saxelby.” Mrs. Bray gasped as Benjamin took Henrietta’s hand in his.

      “No, it’s—” Mr. Drake’s jaw went slack. “I do beg your pardon, my lord. You look remarkably like one of our staff members. I do apologize.”

      “It doesn’t matter who he is, Mr. Drake,” Mrs. Bray interrupted him. “He should have more sense than to be kissing my granddaughter in broad daylight. What will people think of her?”

      Benjamin bowed to the housekeeper and the steward. “I do beg your pardon for kissing Miss Henrietta in public, Mrs. Bray.” He turned to Henrietta, who was struggling not to laugh, kissed her hand, and winked at her.

      “I look forward to furthering my acquaintance with you in London, Miss Febland-Mortimer. It’s been a pleasure.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She offered him a mischievous smile. “I believe you have the means to find me now if you so desire.”

      “I do, indeed. Merry Christmas, ma’am.”

      Benjamin nodded at them all and walked toward the dining room. Even if Henrietta chose not to stay with the Febland-Mortimer family and decided to make her own way, he now knew how to find her. He was quite certain of that. Henrietta loved him and they would one day be together. He knew that in his soul.

      In the empty dining room, the fragrant smell of coffee and fried bacon drew him to the covered silver dishes on the sideboard. He also helped himself to a large slice of pigeon pie. It might be Christmas day and partridges might be more in keeping, but from now on, he’d always have a fondness for pigeons…

      
        
        Pigeons in a Hole
        

        Pick, draw, and wash four young pigeons, stick their legs into their belly as you do boiled pigeons. Season them with pepper, salt, and beaten mace, put into the belly of every pigeon a lump of butter the size of a walnut. Lay your pigeons in a pie dish, pour over them a batter made of three eggs, two spoonfuls of flour and a half a pint of good milk. Bake in a moderate oven and serve them to table in the same dish.”

        —The Experienced English Housekeeper, Elizabeth Raffald, 1769
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      Blast! The bodice was, well, so uninspiring. No matter how she drew it, scooped or squared, Holly Prescott achieved the exact same result—dull. And the sleeves—redundant. There must be something that she could come up with that was new, inventive and would set society on its ear, but all of her creative talents had abandoned her this day.

      Setting her pencils aside, Holly rubbed her cold hands together then blew into the palms to warm them as she glanced out the window and into the gardens below. Alarm rioted through her body. “Oh, this will never do,” A young woman, with whom she was not yet acquainted, was gazing up at Ethan, the Duke of Westbury, as if every word he spoke dripped of gold. Why were the two even in the gardens? It was December and nothing was in bloom, though Holly had no doubt that in the spring and summer the gardens at Castle Keyvnor were nothing short of glorious and an inspiration to any artist’s eye.

      Was the chit actually fluttering her eyelashes at Ethan? Holly stood to get a closer look, and the sketchpad slid from her lap, thudding against the muted blue and cream rug, followed by her pencils that rolled in every direction, but she couldn’t worry about them now. Not when a miss was giggling up at Ethan. Or at least Holly assumed the miss giggled since she delicately covered her mouth with a gloved hand.

      Holly adored Ethan, she truly did, and would be forever grateful that he’d taken her in six years ago upon the death of her brother, but in short, His Grace was far from humorous. Stodgy, stern, strict, and caring, but not amusing. Further, he was a fool.

      Goodness! Was the miss now blushing? It must be the cooler temperatures causing the misses’ cheeks to color because Holly couldn’t imagine Ethan ever saying anything that would cause anyone to blush. In fact, she couldn’t recall ever hearing him curse, let alone say anything inappropriate. Had he not been heir to a dukedom, Ethan would have done quite well as a vicar. Not that he was overly religious, but he shared the same drab temperament as any minister Holly had ever known.

      Despite any lack of personality, it wasn’t any wonder so many misses sought Ethan out. He was the Duke of Westbury after all and any single lady whom Ethan had encountered only saw the title, without a care for the man. They were really no different from Ethan’s youngest sister, Lady Ivy, who also sought a duke of her own instead of love.

      Foolish! A title was cold comfort if one was not happy in a marriage.

      Holly had already lost count of the number of times she’d stepped in and saved Ethan from being trapped since she’d made her coming out three years ago, and if Holly had one goal, it was to see Ethan married well and happy.  Just because he was a duke, and must marry and produce an heir and spare, did not mean he shouldn’t find love as well. If anyone deserved happiness, it was Ethan. Certainly there was a lady who would appreciate him, tedious though he may be, more than they desired the title.

      “What will never do?” Oliver Dallimore asked from behind and Holly spun around. Oliver was her dearest friend, as well as Ethan’s cousin.

      “And why of all places are you in here? This room is as cold as what I imagine a dip in the Thames would be this time of year.” Then he looked at the large fire in the fireplace and frowned.

      Large and bright as it may be, the flames had done little to bring warmth to the room. “This is the quietest public room in the castle and I wished for a place to sketch in peace. My chambers face north and are rather dark without any direct sunlight.” She glanced around and shrugged. “The cold is probably because of the ghosts.” Holly assumed that was the reason for the chill because half a dozen spirits had been gathered when she walked into the parlor, not that she minded of course. It wasn’t as if they were harmful. They’d been somewhat surprised, or at least she assumed that was the expression on their nearly transparent faces when she acknowledged them with a mere nod. But, she couldn’t be bothered with ghosts right now, even if she was intruding on their gathering.

      “Not you too?” He rolled his eyes as he picked the sketchbook from the floor. “Just because something probably happened that others cannot explain, a hysteria has developed so that now anyone who steps into this blasted castle is convinced they’ve encountered a being from another realm. It’s nonsense, I assure you.”

      Holly glanced at the four she could still see and smirked. The little boy, who probably wasn’t any older than five, ducked his head. Holly didn’t mind seeing ghosts that were older since they’d lived a full life, but her heart ached to see one so young and taken far too soon.

      Oliver flipped through her sketches, pausing on occasion to study the drawings.  “These are very nice. It is a shame you were the daughter of a baron and are now the ward of a duke, otherwise, you’d do quite well as a modiste.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” She took her book from Oliver and stared down at her latest design. These were her future. She might be everything Oliver stated, but her dowry was only five thousand pounds and the small manor on the coast near Tintagel. With so little to offer, Holly did not expect to marry, which was why she’d made a plan for her future. Once she achieved her majority in two years, she would return home and become a dressmaker.

      How she missed her home. She’d not been back in nearly two years, though Westbury assured her that the property was well cared for. It was still her home and no matter how long she’d lived with Westbury and his youngest sister, Prescott Place would always be home.

      “You never answered me,” Oliver interrupted her thoughts. “What would never do?”

      With that, Holly returned her attention to the gardens below. “Another miss has set her sights on Ethan, and I’m certain the cap shall quickly follow.”

      “Just because a young lady speaks with Ethan does not mean that she immediately begins planning their wedding,” Oliver argued as he sidled up next to her, rubbing his arms as if to get warm.

      Goodness, she could see his breath. No wonder no other guests had ventured inside this sitting room, lovely though it may be. The wool gown she’d chosen for today must be warmer than she realized because other than her fingers being cold, Holly was quite comfortable.

      “She is quite lovely,” Oliver murmured.

      “I suppose, but she really should have chosen a different color for her pelisse. A redhead should never wear yellow.” Holly nibbled on her fingernail, a horrible habit that she must break, but how could she when her guardian was in danger. “Besides, Ethan doesn’t need lovely. He needs a lady who will care for him more than the title or his wealth.”

      “Ethan can take care of himself. Do give the chap some credit.”

      “I do, but neither you nor Ethan can possibly understand the female mind and the manipulative thoughts that can take root when a single duke, who is not unpleasant to look upon and young enough to enjoy spending time with--even if he is dull--is present.”

      “Yes, by your description, I can’t imagine why ladies don’t flock to Ethan’s side the moment he steps into a room,” Oliver offered sarcastically.

      Oh, she wished Oliver would take this seriously, but he simply did not understand. “They do, just not physically. Instead, they quietly scheme on how to get him alone and thus ruin him.”

      “Last I heard, it is a lady who is ruined and never a duke.”

      “And most ladies would willingly serve themselves up and risk a sterling reputation if it meant they’d become a duchess in the end.”

      Oh, something must be done and Holly was just now realizing that it would be harder than ever to protect Ethan at the castle than at a ball or any other entertainment where each location was limited and one could eavesdrop on plans in a retiring room. But how could she protect him here, of all places?

      If any of the ladies she’d encountered in these last three years had truly cared for Ethan, then Holly would have stood back and let love take its course. Unfortunately, Ethan, as with most gentlemen, was easily susceptible to flattery, which was why she must continue to protect him as she had since she was eighteen.

      “Please inform me when you have vanquished the ruinous lady from Ethan’s side so that I might be available to comfort her.”

      Holly slid a look at Oliver and smiled. “Oh, you are a rogue, dear Oliver.”

      He smiled unashamedly. “I rather enjoy repairing the hearts of those Ethan dismisses.”

      Holly snorted. “Hearts have yet to be involved.”

      “True,” he mused. “Still, it is my duty, as his cousin, to soothe any disappointment.”

      “Be careful you don’t find yourself trapped either.”

      “My dear, does that mean you’d try to protect me as well?” he chuckled.

      “You are the last gentleman of my acquaintance who needs any protection. But, just so, you tend to walk a little too close to the line dividing propriety and impropriety, and if you aren’t careful, you will deserve what you get in the end.”

      “Ah.” Oliver nodded toward the gardens. “Another heart broken, or disappointment to be soothed. You must excuse me.”

      Holly glanced out the window. Ethan tramped back toward the castle, his head down and shoulders raised as if he were cold, while the young miss watched, her features strained in disappointment.

      “Be kind, Oliver, but not too kind.”

      “A romantic heart,” someone whispered.

      Holly whirled to the unfamiliar voice and her heart nearly lodged in her throat. Before her stood a knight of old. Bearded and dressed in chainmail beneath a white tunic that displayed a red cross of the Templars. “Who are you?”

      “Sir Gervase.” He bowed deeply as one would expect of a chivalrous knight. “You wish to protect this duke from all women?”

      “No. Just scheming ones.” She glanced down at the gardens again. “But I have no idea how I can ensure his happiness.”

      “Perhaps a spell of enchantment, or a talisman.”

      Was he suggesting…“Magic?”

      Only a slight nod was offered.

      “Magic can protect him or help him find love?”

      “Nothing is impossible in Bocka Morrow,” Sir Gervase assured her. “Might I suggest the Gypsies or the witches? They will provide you with what you seek.”

      Holly turned fully toward Sir Gervase with interest. She’d heard there were Gypsies in the area, witches as well, though she wasn’t certain she wished to approach witches. Where ghosts might not frighten her, witches most certainly did.

      “Go to Madam Boswell.”

      “Who is Madam Boswell?”

      “An old Gypsy, wiser than anyone. She will help you.”
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* * *

      Anthony Beck, Viscount Redgrave, dismounted, and tossed his reins to a waiting footman as he strode toward the entrance of Hollybrook Park. “My carriage should arrive momentarily.” He’d left it behind as they approached Bocka Morrow, needing to be free of the confines that were about to close in on him. He detested long trips across England and preferred to travel on horse when at all possible, and the journey from London to Bocka Morrow had been nearly intolerable. Once he returned to London, he’d not be traveling any distance for a very long time--years, if he could manage it. Thankfully, any travel required to his ancestral home, Halesworth Hall in Suffolk, was required only on rare occasions, and not nearly as torturous as driving to Cornwall.

      He’d only left Bocka Morrow a few months earlier, but had been pulled back to this blasted place. If it weren’t for Christmas, family and his mother’s insistence, Anthony would not be attending the wedding of the Earl of Banfield’s daughters to some local Cornishman and Lord Blackwater, respectively, at Castle Keynor of all bloody places.

      Until a few months ago, it had been years since he’d set foot in Bocka Morrow or Castle Keyvnor, and that was only because his parents deemed it necessary that he attend a blasted will reading. Anthony still didn’t understand why his presence had been needed at all, but he was glad he had been there since his sister, Charlotte, had met and quickly married Adam Vail, who had since become Viscount Lynwood. Had it not been for extenuating circumstances, Anthony would have objected to such a quick marriage. But, as Charlotte’s very life had depended upon her being wedded, and had he not seen a magical emerald glow himself, or witnessed a very real ghost attempt to take Charlotte’s life, Anthony would not have stood for such foolishness as a Gypsy wedding.

      Thankfully, that very marriage also allowed Anthony to avoid Castle Keyvnor until it was necessary to attend the Banfield nuptials, as he would be staying at his sister’s home and not the damned haunted castle.

      At one time Anthony had assumed the rumors of hauntings at Castle Keyvnor were simply gossip to keep people away, or that perhaps there’d once been a gifted storyteller and others believed his tales to be true. After less than a week at the castle, Anthony had become a firm believer in ghosts and spirits, as well as the power of witches.

      Thankfully, Hollybrook Park was blessedly not haunted, nor had there ever been rumors of a haunting, not even Adam’s grandfather who died three weeks after Charlotte and Adam married in the Gypsy camp. The old viscount had insisted on a second wedding, one in the church, after banns were read, to be certain of the legality. The next day, he suffered an apoplexy and died. Charlotte had written that the servants believed he’d died of fright. Had the deceased viscount been at Castle Keyvnor, Anthony might have readily accepted the possibility, but since he’d been in his own home, Anthony assumed the old man’s heart had finally given out as there was absolutely nothing frightening at Hollybrook Park

      “Viscount Redgrave,” the butler greeted him. “I’ll advise Lady Lynwood of your arrival.”

      Anthony cooled his heels and waited in the marble foyer, though it felt odd to do so in his sister’s home.

      Voices came from the parlor and the sitting room. Male and female. Was Charlotte entertaining? It wasn’t like her to do so, and Lynwood had lived almost as a recluse for over a year prior to meeting Charlotte.

      “Anthony, what are you doing here?” Charlotte asked as she came down the corridor. Their mother followed on her heels.

      “I’m to attend Banfield’s daughters’ weddings.”

      “Yes, of course, I just hadn’t expected you so soon,” his mother answered. “Given it is a wedding, and I know how you detest them, I thought you’d arrive at the last minute, not four days early.”

      He did hate weddings, but as there was nothing to keep him in London, he’d come early to spend time with his family, especially his younger brother, William, who was also here on holiday from Eton.

      “Well, I am here now.” He turned to Charlotte. “I’m sure you don’t mind putting me up for a few days.”

      Charlotte and Mother shared a look before his younger sister glanced back at him. “I have no room available.”

      How was that possible? Hollybrook Park wasn’t exactly small.

      “You should have let Charlotte know that you intended to stay here,” his mother chastised.

      “She’s my sister, so I obviously assumed…”

      “Anthony, it is not like you to ever assume anything,” his mother responded, her pale eyes full of worry.

      “Yes, well…” In that his mother was correct, he never left anything to chance, unlike his younger brother Michael who wagered on nearly everything. “Charlotte is my sister and as it is Christmas and I am to attend the wedding, at your insistence, why would you assume I’d stay at the castle when I could be with family?”

      “Oh, I wished I’d known.” Charlotte worried her bottom lip.

      Did they truly expect that he’d stay at that blasted, haunted castle over Hollybrook Park?

      “Many of the wedding guests asked to stay here as they are too afraid to sleep at the castle,” his sister explained.

      Of that, Anthony could not blame them. But, he was her brother so certainly she could find a place for him. “It doesn’t need to be a nice room. Maybe something you wouldn’t wish to give another guest. I really don’t mind.”

      “I don’t have anything, Anthony. I’m sorry.”

      Bloody hell. He was not going to stay at Banfield’s haunted castle ever again.

      This was his mother’s fault. “Why didn’t you make certain Charlotte had a room for me? You were quite clear that you expected my presence so I assumed you would mention my attendance to her.”

      “Darling, you are eight-and-twenty, old enough to advise your sister of your plans.”

      Damn and blast. “Do you have a spare room in the servant’s quarters? Attic? Nursery? Schoolroom?” Deep panic began to rise at the very idea that he might be forced to seek shelter at Keyvnor. Not that he’d openly admit his fear, of course, no matter how strong his current anxiety at the moment. “It’s not like the nursery or schoolroom is in use at the moment, and truly, I don’t mind.” He’d sleep in the blasted dustbin before sleeping at Castle Keyvnor again.

      Charlotte blinked at him. “Those rooms are already overflowing with guests. They too would rather sleep in a schoolroom than the castle and it’s been quite a chore to find beds for everyone. There is simply no place for you.”

      He couldn’t believe his own sister was turning him out. There had to be somewhere else he could stay that wasn’t haunted. “The inn,” he said. “I am sure to find a room there.”

      “Dear, those rooms were taken days ago. Relatives and guests arrived early just to be assured they’d have a place to stay other than Castle Keyvnor,” his mother explained.

      “Then what the blazes am I to do?” Rarely did Anthony shout or lose his temper. Well, except when his brother Michael was around, but never with his mother or sister. However, these were certainly extenuating circumstances.

      “Lord Redgrave could have my room.”

      He turned to find Miss Miranda Vail standing at the threshold of the front parlor. She was one of Adam’s younger half-sisters.

      “That is not necessary, Miranda. It serves my brother right for not planning ahead.” Charlotte smirked, as if she was enjoying the situation.

      He’d expect such a response from Michael, but not Charlotte. What had marriage done to her?

      “Though I daresay, this is what I’d expect of Michael, but never Anthony.”

      “Please refrain from finding any similarities between my younger, wastrel brother and myself,” Anthony ground out.

      “You know, Mother, if Anthony is slipping in his usual control, perhaps Michael might be gaining some respectability.”

      Charlotte was enjoying his predicament far too much. And to think she used to be his favorite sibling.

      Their mother chuckled. “I dare not hope such will come to be.”

      “Enough!” Anthony snapped, irritated with both his mother and sister for not caring that he had nowhere to sleep. “Is there any place, that is not Keyvnor, where I might stay?”

      “My grandmother might make room for you on the floor of her wagon,” Lynwood, Charlotte’s husband, grinned as he came down the hall.

      Just what he needed, another family member finding enjoyment in Anthony’s ill-fortune. Though, the Gypsies, strange lot that they were, were preferable to Keyvnor.

      “Truly, I don’t mind giving up my room,” Miss Miranda insisted. “I prefer the upper floor. I spend most of my time there anyway.”

      “She’s already been sleeping up there, if you must know,” Miss Diana Vail added as she joined her younger sister.

      Anthony had met all of Adam’s half-siblings when they arrived a few days after Charlotte and Lynwood celebrated their Gypsy wedding. In all, Lynwood had four younger half-sisters: Diana, Miranda, Cordelia and Adriana, as well as a younger half-brother, Edward.  Prior to Charlotte’s marriage, they’d not lived at Hollybrook Park for nearly two years. Their mother had taken them away when Adam’s older brother had become ill and slipped into madness. He finally succumbed to his illness and passed nearly two months ago, which prompted her return, with her children, to Hollybrook Park. Upon her arrival, the dowager viscountess stopped only long enough to unload her daughters and their belongings and then continued on to London. As Edward was still away at school, he was not a concern. Apparently the dowager could not wait to be free of Cornwall and insisted that it was up to Adam to do his duty by his half-siblings.

      “You cannot possibly enjoy being in the attic,” Charlotte insisted. “I’ll not have you give up your room because my brother failed to advise me of his intention to sleep here.”

      “It’s where I prefer,” declared Miss Miranda. “It’s not dull or dirty or tiny, like the servant’s rooms, but bright and open with glass doors that open onto a railed platform. The Captain had it built so that he could watch for ships through his telescope.” She grinned as if excited. “It’s much like the one Captain Cook used, though the Captain believes his telescope to be superior.”

      “The captain?” Lynwood asked.

      Miss Miranda’s eyes grew wide. “At least that was what he wrote in his diaries. Captain Jonathan Vail. He spent much of his time up there when he wasn’t sailing, and he left a treasure trove of books, journals and the like.”

      Miss Diana Vail crossed her arms over her chest and leveled a superior look at her older half-brother “You might as well know, Miranda has already moved all of her belongings to the attic room, and has been sleeping there almost since we arrived.”

      “Is that why your grandfather was so upset? He found you up there?” Charlotte questioned.

      Miss Miranda’s face grew pale. “No. It was something else.”

      “What?”

      Miss Miranda glanced away. “Can’t rightly say.” It was almost like she was hedging about the truth. “He wasn’t angry that I was up there. He just thought it foolishness since I had a perfectly fine chamber in the family wing.”

      “A room you are not using,” Anthony reminded them of his immediate concern.

      “Exactly, Lord Redgrave.” She brightened. “It’s yours if you’d like.”

      He grinned and turned to his younger sister. “I’d like very much.”

      “Oh, very well, but only until all the guests have gone,” Charlotte capitulated.

      “But we will revisit your preference for the attic, Miranda,” Lynwood insisted. “I don’t like that you are up there by yourself.”

      Miss Miranda frowned at her brother, but wisely held her tongue, though Anthony could read the defiance in her grey eyes.

      “Well, now that that is settled…” His mother clapped her hands. “Anthony, you can now escort Charlotte and me to the Gypsy camp.”

      He’d just arrived. He wanted a brandy and a rest. Not to traipse off to the Gypsy camp. “Can’t this wait? And why do you even need me?” Then he looked at his brother-in-law. It was his family they were off to visit. “Why not have Lynwood take you?”

      “I’ve matters to attend to.” With that, he turned and marched back down the corridor in the direction he had come.

      His mother sniffed. “A lady should always have an escort.”

      When his mother straightened her spine and lifted her chin as she’d just done, Anthony knew that she’d not let him be until he gave in. “Very well, but may I at least freshen up first?”

      She smiled serenely. “Why, of course, dear, but don’t be long.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “I haven’t visited Gypsies since I was a boy.” There was a bounce of enthusiasm in Oliver’s step as they walked from Castle Keyvnor.

      Holly had never visited one, nor had she experienced the desire to do so previously. “Why did you visit a Gypsy camp?”

      “Village fair. They often parked on the outskirts and offered entertainment such as singing, dancing, and fortune-telling.”

      Except, the Gypsies weren’t attending a village fair right now, but settled in for winter. Was it right to go to their home uninvited? “We’ll stroll by first. I don’t wish to intrude.”

      “The housekeeper already assured us that they were open to visitors, and welcomed them even,” Oliver reminded her. “Besides, no Gypsy will turn away the chance to earn some blunt.”

      There was that, she supposed. It was how Gypsies earned a living. She never believed that nonsense of them being thieves. If there was any truth to the rumor, the lot of them would be sitting in Newgate.

      “Very well,” Holly sighed as the brightly colored vardos came into sight. She’d never seen a Gypsy camp before and the idea of visiting something so foreign was rather exciting.

      Several small fires burned, each outside colorfully painted wagons. They were quite cheerful in their appearance from the bright red one, sitting apart from the others, to the green, yellow and blue wagons, bright against the afternoon sun. Happiness blossomed just at the sight of such a cheery setting.

      Several women were about and she was drawn to their style of dress. As with the vardos, the skirts were bright and colorful, but not at all in the current fashion with the full skirts and loose tops. Dark hair flowed freely, or it was tied away from their faces with vibrant scarves. Though such a style would never do for London Society, Holly would embrace wearing something quite similar once she returned home, for the comfort of the clothing alone. Besides, color made her happy and she had long grown tired of the pastels she was forced to wear being a miss of only one and twenty. What she wouldn’t give to wear a deep sapphire gown, or perhaps a jeweled emerald one.

      An older woman sat at a table outside of the red vardo, toying with stones or gems, and she glanced up as Holly and Oliver made their approach. Others in the camp eyed them skeptically, but without any ill-will. As they drew closer, an older man moved toward the woman, but she held up a hand as if to dismiss him.

      “How might I help you?” The ancient woman asked, her face deeply lined, skin loose about her neck, and a back so severely bent that she was unable to straighten when she stood.

      “I need a protection spell, or charm, or anything that you might have.”

      The old woman frowned, deepening what may have once been laugh lines. “It is not for you?”

      “No.”

      “Nor is it the ghosts?” she countered curiously, staring so intently that Holly was fairly certain the woman could see into her soul.

      “The ghosts are harmless,” Holly dismissed, though she wouldn’t be surprised if other guests came here hoping for a charm to protect them. Really, some of the conversations she’d heard were quite ridiculous and half of the wedding guests, at least those who had arrived as early as she, were quite certain they would be murdered in their sleep.

      “Ghosts.” Oliver snorted and shook his head, earning a glare from the old Gypsy.

      “He doesn’t believe,” Holly explained.

      “Yet you do not fear.” The older Gypsy woman took Holly’s hand in her gnarled, practically crippled one. “I sense no danger around you. What do you need protection from?”

      “Oh, it is not for me,” Holly assured her. “But for my guardian, the Duke of Westbury.”

      The Gypsy narrowed her eyes, as if to peer even deeper into her soul. It was all rather disconcerting.

      “His name brings no alarm. I do not understand.”

      With that, Holly explained her need to protect Ethan from unhappiness and that all she wished for him was to find love with a lady who would love him and not his title.

      “And you don’t want him for yourself?”

      She grasped Holly’s hand so tightly that she was more amazed at the strength than the pain.

      “Are you sure this is not for selfish purposes?”

      Holly took a step back. “Goodness, no. Ethan is my guardian. He was my brother’s best friend and took me in when I was sixteen. We would certainly never suit.”

      The old gypsy once again stared at her for the longest time. “Pure intention and pure of heart,” she finally murmured. “Come inside. I shall create a talisman for him, but it will only work if he has it on his person.”

      “Thank you.” Though how she was going to convince Ethan to keep it with him was another matter entirely. He’d tired of her interference on his behalf, and had threatened that if she did not cease her machinations he’d not allow her another season and might just marry her off. Not that Holly believed Ethan would do either of those things, but she would need to go about this carefully if she were to get him to agree to carry the talisman.
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* * *

      Pink papered walls and white lace curtains, along with delicate furniture better suited for a girl much younger than Miss Miranda, greeted Anthony when he stepped into the chamber.

      “But, it’s not in Castle Keyvnor,” he quickly reminded himself. Even the bed was half the size of his own and no more than one person could sleep there comfortably. Not that he had any plans of sharing his bed while at Hollybrook Park, but should the opportunity arise, a large bed was always pleasant to have available. Still, it was far better than even the largest and most comfortable bed at Castle Keyvnor.

      “Your mother is waiting,” the footman informed him as he and another footman carried Anthony’s trunk into the room.

      “Very well.” He mustn’t make his mother unhappy, or Charlotte either, since he’d just been given possibly the only available, non-haunted chamber in all of Bocka Morrow, and he didn’t wish to lose it.

      “Come along, dear,” Mother urged him from the bottom of the staircase.

      “Yes, Mother,” Anthony blew out a sigh as he descended the stairs. In the short time that he’d seen to his room, both his mother and sister had donned their cloaks, hats and gloves. A footman stood ready with his outer clothing as well. Lord save him from managing females, but he’d put up with them for the wedding and holiday and then return to his own lodgings in London. Not that he didn’t mind residing at Halesworth Hall in Suffolk, but his mother also lived there. As much as he loved her, Anthony had tired of her concern, worry, and matchmaking whenever the opportunity arose. It was her opinion that it was long past the time that Anthony should have married and begun producing heirs. Of all the matchmaking mamas that would be at the wedding, his was the one he wished to avoid the most.

      Of course he knew his duty and frankly, he was not opposed to taking a wife, but it must be on his terms. Not an arrangement.

      It was a shame he couldn’t borrow the emerald that Charlotte used when her fate with Lynwood had been decided. As it would probably not work for Anthony, he’d only look like a damned idiot every time he took the thing out to see if it glowed whenever he was introduced to a lady. Unfortunately, he’d have to go about this the old-fashioned way.  The only thing he was certain of was that no lady he chose would be one his mother picked out. Her idea of his perfect match had nothing to do with Anthony’s heart, and that would never do.

      Anthony paused as they neared the camp. Was that Oliver Dallimore standing outside of Lynwood’s grandmother’s vardo? What the blazes was he doing here?

      “Are you here for your fortune?” Anthony greeted the man good-naturedly. Though they weren’t necessarily friends, the two got on well enough.

      “Not I, but my cousin’s ward,” Dallimore answered. “She wants a talisman for protection.”

      Miss Holly Prescott was now in the vardo? At least that was what Anthony assumed since as far as he knew Dallimore had only one cousin who also had a ward, and that would be the Duke of Westbury, guardian of Miss Holly Prescott.

      He hadn’t realized the family had been invited to the wedding festivities, and had he, he might have arrived earlier. “Are you staying at the castle?”

      “Why, yes. Drafty place, but intriguing nonetheless.”

      Intriguing was one word to describe the castle, Anthony supposed. However, it didn’t sit well with him that Miss Prescott was currently residing amongst the ghosts.

      “Has she been bothered by the ghosts?” Hadn’t Dallimore just mentioned protection? What if she was in danger, as Charlotte had been? Alarm shot through him at the very idea of someone as beautiful and kind as Miss Prescott in danger. If anything happened to Miss Prescott…perhaps he should reconsider staying at Hollybrook and request a room at the castle instead. At least there he could protect her, something Anthony was compelled to offer even if she was not for him.

      Dallimore snorted. “Not you too, Redgrave. I thought you had more sense than to believe all that nonsense and rumors.”

      Anthony shared a concerned looked with Charlotte and his mother, before answering. “Until two months ago, I was of the same mind. After staying at the castle, I very much believe the place is filled to the brim with ghosts.”

      Dallimore stared at Anthony as if he was trying to decide if he was jesting. He then looked to Charlotte, who nodded and back to Anthony before he cleared his throat. “Well, if you are saying it’s true, I might be willing to consider the possibility.”

      “Do have a care, Dallimore. They are very real and not all are harmless,” Charlotte assured the man.

      “After you give this to him,” Lynwood’s grandmother was saying as they stepped out of the vardo, “you must keep your distance.”

      Anthony’s pulse picked up when Miss Holly Prescott stepped out into the sun. Her chestnut curls framed her beautiful face from beneath a bonnet, but her blue eyes were clouded with worry. She was undoubtedly the loveliest lady to grace any societal event and though they’d shared dances over the past three seasons and walked at picnics and about the assembly rooms, Anthony had never pressed the courtship he wished. Though his heart might want to belong to Miss Prescott, it was very clear that hers belonged to the Duke of Westbury, her guardian. What wasn’t clear was how the duke felt about his ward. While she was quite attentive to him, even watching from a distance, Westbury showed only indifference to Miss Prescott, other than what one would expect of a guardian.

      Then there was Dallimore, who was never far from Miss Prescott’s side. Even here, in a Gypsy camp, and this wouldn’t be the first time that Anthony hadn’t wondered if Dallimore was in love with Miss Prescott but was forced to stand by knowing she loved the duke.

      Anthony could well understand if Dallimore was in love. What he couldn’t understand was how Westbrook was not? Unless, he was determined to be honorable since a guardian should not court his ward.

      Regardless of who loved whom, Anthony had never pressed his suit since it was unlikely Miss Prescott would have affection for him when she cared so deeply for Westbury.

      Miss Prescott leaned down and whispered something in the old woman’s ear, and Anthony wished he could hear. One of the many attributes Anthony appreciated about Miss Prescott was her height. Few women were as tall as she and it was quite pleasant to dance and speak with her without developing a crick in his neck or pain in his lower back from having to bend so often. Yes, he was taller than most gentleman, but it was a damned nuisance when most of the ladies came to barely his chin. However, Miss Prescott was the perfect height, the top of her head was at the level of his eyes and the only time he’d need to bend at all would be to kiss her.

      Though he doubted that opportunity would ever arise. Not while she loved Westbury.

      Anthony pushed aside his desire for the miss and concentrated on the reason she was here. What kind of charm had the old woman given to Miss Prescott and what was its purpose?

      “Of course, you cannot avoid him so much as you live in the same household, but you must not go near him otherwise.”

      A charm to work on Westbury? Something to bring him up to scratch?

      “But…”

      Madam Boswell placed a crooked finger against Miss Prescott’s lips. “You must let the talisman work on its own without any interference from you.” Madam Boswell then took Miss Prescott’s hands in her own. “Go about your business and all will be as it should.”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “What, no more lurking in shadows and spying from windows?” Dallimore asked with humor.

      Ah, so it was a charm for Westbury. But, how could a love charm work if Miss Prescott was not to be in his presence?

      “None,” Madame Boswell insisted.

      “Well, this wedding might be enjoyable after all,” Dallimore chuckled.

      Anthony shot Dallimore a look. If Miss Prescott was to remain away from her guardian, then Dallimore would practically have Miss Prescott to himself.

      The very idea did not sit well with Anthony. Not one bit, but what was he to do? Then again, Dallimore could spend hours with Miss Prescott, but it wouldn’t change how she felt about her guardian.

      Or, would it?

      Blast! He was going to have to spend time in that damned haunted castle. He was not about to let the opportunity to spend time with Miss Prescott slip by if she was finally going to distance herself from Westbury. And he most certainly was not going to let Dalllimore monopolize all of her time.

      If Anthony had witnessed any preference Miss Prescott had for Dallimore, he would step aside, but despite the fact that Dallimore may be in love with her, she had shown no such partiality toward him.

      Besides, she might not have had difficulty with the ghosts yet, but that did not mean she’d remain safe, and since Dallimore did not understand the seriousness of what could happen, it was up to Anthony to protect Miss Prescott.
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      Oh, how could she just simply hand over the talisman, make Ethan promise to keep it on his person, trust that he would, and then go about her business?

      “You must understand, Miss Prescott, you are the interference,” Madam Boswell explained.

      Holly gasped. How was that even possible? She had only Ethan’s best interest at heart.

      “You must allow him to come to this on his own, and the talisman will guide him.”

      “Are you certain it will work?” She had already asked the same question several times and was certain Madam Boswell was becoming quite irritated with her.

      “If Madam Boswell says it will work, then it will.”

      Holly turned toward the deep voice, and her stomach flipped as her eyes met his emerald ones. “Lord Redgrave.” She quickly offered a curtsey as her pulse pounded in her ears.

      He smiled down at her, and Holly’s knees nearly gave way.

      She’d not seen Lord Redgrave since the spring, but a day didn’t go by that her thoughts didn’t turn to him at least once. So handsome, so kind, so attentive, but in the three years since she’d made his acquaintance, he’d never once asked to court her, or behaved in any manner to suggested that he might wish to. Oh, she’d hoped he’d call on her, or seek permission from Ethan, but Redgrave’s attention never strayed beyond dances and short strolls.

      “Madam Boswell gave my sister two such items only a few months ago. One led her to her husband.”

      Lady Charlotte Beck had married? Holly glanced at the lovely blonde woman who gave a quick nod.

      “You can trust in Madam Boswell’s wisdom.”

      Well, that was a relief. Lord Redgrave was not one to put up with nonsense. He was perhaps one of the most levelheaded and respectable gentlemen of her acquaintance. If he said it was so, then she would believe him.

      “Very well.” Holly turned back to the old Gypsy woman. “I will see that he keeps it with him, and then I will take my leave of his presence when possible.”

      “If that will be all,” Dallimore stepped forward. “I will see you back to the castle.”

      “Not so quickly,” Madam Boswell interrupted. Lifting her arthritic hand, she pointed to Dallimore with a bent index finger. “You and I will have a word, but not until I’ve spoken with Redgrave.”

      The two gentlemen took a step back at the harsh order.

      “Me?” Redgrave asked and looked to his mother, the Marchioness of Halesworth, and then his sister, before he narrowed his eyes back on his mother? “What is this about?”

      His mother lifted her chin. “It’s for your own good.”

      “Mother…”

      “Come inside, Redgrave,” the gypsy ordered.

      With a sharp inhale and a pointed look at the marchioness, Redgrave climbed into the back of the vardo after the old woman.

      “I wonder what she wants with me?” Oliver asked after a moment.

      “Whatever it is, Mr. Dallimore, I would not be so quick to dismiss anything that Madam Boswell might say or give to you,” Lady Halesworth insisted.

      “Rubbish,” he muttered under his breath, though Holly heard him quite clearly. But, instead of chastising him, she edged closer to the wagon, hoping to hear what the old Gypsy was saying to Redgrave.

      Oh, goodness, Lord Redgrave was a handsome, charming gentleman, and the only one who threatened to make her forget to watch out for her guardian. It was always heaven to be near him. His green eyes, so kind, and blond hair that was always in place. Respectable and handsome. Broad shoulders, finely formed, and taller than herself. Not many men were, and perhaps that was why she enjoyed being in his presence as there were few gentlemen she was required to look up to. With most, she was able to look directly into their eyes without even the need to tilt her chin.

      Oh, if only Westbury would find true love then Holly could relax and seek someone for herself, and Redgrave was the exact person she’d want to attract. Not that he’d ever hold any true interest in her. After all, he was a viscount, whereas she was the orphan of a baron, the title extinguished with the death of her brother. Perhaps the attraction existed. Perhaps that was the reason he always sought her out at balls. But he’d never allow himself to seriously pursue someone so far beneath him.

      As much as she wished to hear what they were saying, Holly couldn’t understand one word. With an inward sigh, she turned away from the vardo and stepped out to look beyond the Gypsy camp. The taste and smell of the sea was on her lips and it only made her long for her manor even more. In warmer weather, she often walked down to the beach where she could dip her toes in the water. Perhaps next summer she’d be free to do so again.

      The talisman must work, because once Westbury was settled, she’d then prevail upon him to let her return to her home where she might live in peace and design gowns.
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* * *

      How was Miss Prescott the interference, and what must Westbury come to on his own? Was the talisman similar to the emerald that had once been given to Charlotte? Was it to help Westbury realize that Miss Prescott was his love?

      Those were the questions Anthony wanted to ask, but he wasn’t certain he wished to know the answer.

      “Why have you not married?” Madam Boswell asked once they were alone.

      Anthony blinked at her. It really was none of her concern.

      “Your mother is concerned and it is time.”

      Anthony blew out a sigh. “I know it is, but I’ve yet to meet the right miss.” Actually, one miss interested him very much, and she stood just outside of the wagon, but unfortunately, Miss Prescott was in love with someone else—the Duke of Westbury.

      The Gypsy grabbed Anthony’s hand and then pressed a dead plant into it. “That is why you will carry this.”

      Anthony looked down. The leaves were brown, with white berries, dried and shriveled. “How can dead mistletoe help?” Not that he didn’t trust Madam Boswell, but a dead plant? Was there not a pouch he could wear around his neck or a gem that glowed?

      “This will lead you to the path of true love.”

      “How, exactly?”

      “As you near the path, the berries will ripen and the leaves become supple and green. When you stray from the path, it will return to its dead state.”

      “So, I’m to carry a dead plant in my pocket?” Lord, he hoped he wasn’t required to wear it, or something equally embarrassing.

      “Yes.”

      Anthony studied it, afraid the leaves would crumble before they ever had a chance to turn green. “I didn’t realize you dealt in magic.”

      The old woman smiled as she quietly cackled, revealing crooked and darkened teeth. “Your mother came to me after Charlotte and Adam’s wedding. I, in turn, visited the witches for the enchantment.”

      Ah, so it wasn’t only Gypsy but Wiccan magic as well. “The path to my true love, you say?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you.” He carefully placed the sprig in his coat pocket.

      “I knew you’d accept it readily, though your mother feared you might not.”

      Anthony found himself smiling this time. “It’s not that I’m against finding a wife. I balk at my mother’s matchmaking. However, if this works as well as the emerald you allowed Charlotte to borrow, I have no argument in letting it assist me in my task.”

      “You are a wise gentleman, Redgrave.” She began to usher him from the vardo. “Unlike your friend outside.”

      Anthony wanted to object as Dallimore was more of an acquaintance than friend.

      “Well?” his mother asked as he assisted Madam Boswell down the steps.

      “You’ve gotten your wish, Mother,” Anthony answered. “No need to fret any further.”

      “What? Have you been given a charm or talisman as well?” Dallimore asked in humor.

      Definitely not a friend, and more likely foe if the mistletoe began to ripen around Miss Prescott.

      “Something to assist me in a quest.” Was all Anthony would offer. Though he might believe in the magic, it wouldn’t do to have word get out that he was carrying around a dead plant in hopes it would lead him to a wife.

      “You.” Madam Boswell pointed to Dallimore. “Into my vardo. Lord Redgrave will see Miss Prescott back to the castle.”

      The color drained from Dallimore’s cheeks. He might be dismissive of ghosts and magic, but there was real fear in his eyes when facing Madam Boswell.

      “Go on,” Anthony instructed. “It will be my pleasure to escort Miss Prescott.” Especially if such escort did not include his mother or Charlotte.

      “We shall see you later on, dear,” his mother said. “Charlotte and I are going to visit for a bit.”

      Anthony nearly snorted. So much for a lady always needing an escort. He should have seen through the ruse before he ever left Hollybrook. Yet how could he be angry when he was coming away with something to help him find a wife? Not to mention, he’d now have Miss Prescott to himself for a bit. In fact, matters were taking a most definite turn for the better, even if it required him to enter that damned haunted castle.
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      Ever since she spied Redgrave during her first Season, Holly had waited for a time when they could be alone, and not surrounded by others in a ballroom, picnic, or any other gathering they’d both attended. Now he was offering his arm to escort her back to Keyvnor, but she pushed down the giddiness that threatened to erupt from inside. It wasn’t as if he had a choice since he was practically ordered to do so, but she wouldn’t think on that now. Instead, for this short time, Holly had Redgrave all to herself and it was suddenly a beautiful day. Not that it had been dull before, as the sky was clear and the sun shone brightly, but before she’d encountered Lord Redgrave, it had been rather cold.  Now she was quite warm and wished the walk back to the castle wasn’t so short.

      Except, she couldn’t think of a single word to say.

      Well, she could, but she wouldn’t voice the one pressing matter on her mind—what was his quest and what had Madam Boswell given him? Was it similar to the talisman she’d been given for Ethan? All she could decipher was that his mother had arranged for whatever he needed.

      Puzzling indeed, and apparently his sister was aware as well since she didn’t seem surprised in the least.

      The awkwardness of their silence was beginning to wear on her. Holly had never been very good at making polite conversation, yet she’d never suffered the same difficulty when they talked in London. Perhaps it was because they were so alone and the freedom to say what she wished, without the fear of being overheard, had left her tongue-tied. Oh, why couldn’t she have the same confidence as Ivy, who commanded the attention of those in her presence and could carry a conversation on almost any topic? Then again, Ivy was the sister of a duke and had been raised in a manner to conduct herself with confidence, unlike Holly who’d spent the first sixteen years of her life in a quiet manor by the sea, unaccustomed to gentry, even if her brother was a baron.

      As they reached the bend in the road, Redgrave stopped and turned to her. “Forgive me, but I must know what you requested of Madam Boswell.”

      “A talisman for protection,” she willingly answered.

      Redgrave frowned. “I gathered that it was for someone else. You are not in danger?”

      His concern was so heartwarming and she almost wished she were if it meant he’d decide to protect her. “Not at all. It is for my guardian.”

      “His Grace is in danger? Has one of the ghosts sought to do him harm?”

      Light lit inside. Redgrave believed in the ghosts, which was a definite relief since Oliver had dismissed the possibility all together.

      “Not that I’m aware, but I’ve only encountered a few and they seem quite pleasant.”

      “A few?” he sputtered. “Pleasant?”

      While Redgrave may believe, he seemed to be doubting her at the moment.

      “I did not have the same experience when I was at Keyvnor a few months back.”

      Alarm shot through her. Were there evil ghosts about as well? Ones that she’d not encountered? “Did they try to harm you?”

      “My sister, and it was only one, but I don’t believe he will bother you.”

      Holly wasn’t quite certain how to interpret his response. Was it because she wasn’t as beautiful as Lady Lynwood? Or too tall perhaps?

      “A Baron Tyrell,” Redgrave explained. “Charlotte is the exact image of a love who rejected him, whom I understood he killed.”

      A shiver ran up Holly’s spine.

      “Marriage to Lynwood was the only way to save her.”

      Holly felt her eyes widen. “Goodness.”

      “There were a few harrowing days.”

      “I can’t begin to imagine.” Holly brought a hand to her throat

      “I’m certain there are friendly spirits within Keyvnor, but do take care.”

      Holly gulped. “I promise. I will.”

      Redgrave drew his eyebrows together and frowned as he studied her. “If His Grace isn’t in danger, why did you need something to protect him?”

      “From untrustworthy and conniving females.”
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* * *

      Anthony nearly choked at her response. It was not what he was expecting.

      On second thought, perhaps it was. “I’m not sure I understand.” Was it to repel all females that weren’t her?

      Miss Prescott blew out a sigh. “Being a duke, all manner of women are attracted to Westbury in hopes of becoming his duchess.”

      It rather was the way of things.

      “Without any regard for Ethan, the person,” she finished with irritation. “Just because he is a duke does not mean he doesn’t deserve love as well.”

      And there was the crux of the matter. Miss Prescott loved the Duke of Westbury and he either did not return the affection, or hadn’t noticed her regard of him.

      “I just don’t understand why I must keep my distance.” She blew out a frustrated breath.

      Perhaps it was because she wasn’t meant to be with Westbury, though Anthony wouldn’t voice his thoughts because he had no wish to hurt her.

      “I’ve watched over him for the past three years to make sure he wasn’t trapped into a miserable marriage and now I’m supposed to take a step back?”

      “Madam Boswell did provide a talisman to protect Westbury,” Anthony reminded her, but he was no longer certain as to the purpose. Was it to protect him from other ladies so that he’d be free to pursue Miss Prescott when he finally did realize that she was the one who loved him, or was it to act as a love charm, similar to the emerald that Charlotte had carried this past autumn? “How is it supposed to work?”

      Miss Prescott drew a small leather pouch from her pocket. It looked much like the one Charlotte had carried to keep Baron Tyrell from her person. If the one Miss Prescott now carried was as powerful as the one Charlotte had nestled in her bosom, then it would do the job for which it was intended.

      “Ethan will know that he has found his love when his fingers tingle when they touch.” Miss Prescott frowned.

      “If his fingers do not tingle then the miss is not for him?”

      “Apparently.” She shoved the talisman back in her pocket. “His pulse is supposed to increase as well.”

      “You must trust that it will work.” Anthony assured her, and prayed that Westbury’s fingers did not tingle or that his pulse would not race when he touched Miss Prescott, though Anthony did not like to think of them touching at all, under any circumstance.

      “I just hope he takes it and keeps it on his person since I must keep my distance from now on.”

      “You don’t think he will?”

      “I’m not so certain he believes in magic or ghosts.”

      Anthony offered his arm once more and they continued on their walk back to the castle. “If he does not believe you, I’ll have a word with him.”

      Miss Prescott’s eyes brightened as she smiled. “You would do that for me?”

      Anthony would do just about anything for her. “Of course.”

      Miss Prescott studied him with her light blue eyes. “I’ve told you why I visited the gypsy. Will you tell me about your quest?”

      Anthony fingered the mistletoe in his left pocket, hoping to feel the berries ripen but they felt as dead as they had been when Madam Boswell had given it to him. “Something similar to what you’ve obtained for Westbury,” he answered uncomfortably. “My mother fears my bachelor state and asked Madam Boswell for an enchantment.”

      Her eyes widened as a smile pulled at her lips.

      “The witches actually enchanted the thing, but I will carry it to make my mother happy.” It made him content as well since he did trust in the magic, but was uncomfortable admitting to such. Doing a mother’s bidding was acceptable to most, especially when it was as simple as carrying a dead plant in one’s pocket.

      “What is it?” she asked. “Do you mind showing me?”

      Oh, why hadn’t the gypsy given him a pouch like everyone else? Anthony pulled the sprig of mistletoe from his pocket and his heart sank when not one berry had begun to brighten, nor had a leaf started to turn green. No matter how much he may have wished it, Miss Prescott was not for him.

      Which was probably for the best, he reminded himself, since she was in love with the duke. No gentleman wanted a wife who was in love with another man.

      “What is dead mistletoe supposed to do?” she asked with a frown.

      “It’s supposed to come alive when I’m on the path to my true love.”

      Miss Prescott gently touched the leaves with a gloved finger, as if she were afraid they would crumble. “It is very dead,” she muttered.

      Did he hear disappointment in her tone? Or, did he only wish he heard disappointment?
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      Holly should have known that someone like Lord Redgrave was not for the likes of her, but until she studied the dead plant that refused to come alive, she’d held onto a small bit of hope. “I wish you luck in your quest, Lord Redgrave.”

      “Thank you.” He slipped the very dead mistletoe back into this pocket.

      Why couldn’t she believe that ghosts and magic were nothing but stuff and nonsense like Oliver? Then she’d dismiss the dead plant and still have hope. But she did believe and had been unprepared for the deep ache that developed when the leaves did not respond to her touch.

      “The others have gathered in the drawing room for tea,” the housekeeper advised as they entered the castle.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Bray,” Lord Redgrave acknowledged as he led Holly down the corridor.

      “There are many misses here already, perhaps the mistletoe will ripen this afternoon,” she suggested hopefully, though in her heart she yearned for it to remain dead.

      “Perhaps,” Redgrave offered with little enthusiasm. “But, if you will, could we keep the matter of my mistletoe between us for now?”

      She blinked up at him. “Of course.” Holly well knew, or at least could assume, the type of reaction most would have. Those, like Oliver, who dismissed the ghosts would consider Redgrave a fool, and others who feared the ghosts might very well flee if they believed other magical elements were at work as well.

      “Well, here we are,” she whispered as they paused at the threshold to the drawing room.  On one settee was Lady Ivy and her cousin, Miss Frances Dallimore. Beside them in a chair was Lady Faye Bryant. In fact, there were many misses in the room. “Maybe your destined love awaits inside.” Though in her heart of hearts, Holly prayed the mistletoe wouldn’t ripen until Redgrave had returned to his home, or London, so she would not have to witness him falling in love with another woman.

      “Yes, well….” Redgrave cleared his throat as if suddenly uncomfortable. “Let’s see, shall we?”

      Holly noted that he slipped his hand into his left pocket as they stepped into the drawing room. Oh, please don’t let those berries ripen.

      As they took a turn about the room, stopping to speak with those gathered, she watched for a reaction from Redgrave. Either he’d not noticed a change, or he was careful not to reveal it to her. By the time they returned to where they’d started, they’d been near every single woman in the room.

      “Well?” she asked quietly.

      “Nothing.” Redgrave frowned.

      Her heart gave a flip of useless hope, but Holly schooled her features. “Well, these are only a portion of the guests, many more will be arriving over the next few days so do not lose heart.”

      Redgrave turned to her. “I won’t, but the reaction is not what I’d hoped for.”

      Of course it wasn’t. If he was truly ready to wed, and if he was like most gentlemen, once the decision was made, he’d be ready for it to be done. However, she hoped the mistletoe never changed and he might focus on her.
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* * *

      Defeated! At least that was the emotion churning in Anthony’s stomach. Perhaps loss, disappointment, and frustration.  He should have known that the leaves wouldn’t turn green for Miss Prescott, as she loved someone else, but he had still hoped. However, he wasn’t disappointed that the dead plant didn’t react to any of the other misses either. He was already acquainted with most of the misses taking tea and none had interested him even half as much as the miss who had accompanied him back from the gypsy camp.

      Damn and blast! He didn’t wanted anyone else but Miss Prescott. For the past three years Anthony had made it a point to remain open to the idea of love, marriage and a wife. He knew what was required of him, even if there was no rush. In all that time, only one miss drew him back time and time again by her beauty, kind smile and warm blue eyes—Miss Holly Prescott. And no matter how much he tried to forget her, Anthony had not been able to.

      Even though she’d not be his, Anthony was determined to make the best of this wedding holiday. With any luck, the mistletoe wouldn’t spring to life, and he’d be able to spend all of his time with Miss Prescott, no matter how futile it might be.

      Besides, there were hundreds of unmarried misses in England and his future bride might not even be invited to this set of weddings. He might not even meet her until next spring, or a few years from now, so there was no reason to continue seeking her out, especially while Miss Prescott was staying in a haunted castle. She might not believe the ghosts were a threat, but Anthony knew all too well how dangerous the spirits within these stone walls could be, and he was determined to remain close to protect her.

      “I must go. Lady Ivy is motioning for me.”

      Anthony glanced over at the lovely redhead. “Until another time.”

      Holly looked up, her light eyes boring into his. “I do wish you well, Lord Redgrave.”

      If he wasn’t mistaken, there was a hint of sadness in her depths. Had he misread her feelings for Westbury? If that were the case, he’d throw the damned dead mistletoe away and pursue the one miss he had wanted to pursue for the last three years

      “Redgrave, I didn’t know you’d be here.”

      Anthony turned to find James Bryant, Earl of Somerton coming down the corridor.

      “Distant relatives. Required. You?”

      “Closer than distant.” He frowned. “Markham decided to attend and insisted the family should be together at Christmas, even if it’s in a damned damp, medieval castle.”

      The Duke of Markham was Somerton’s older brother. The two shared the same mother, but different fathers. “Yes, well I spotted your sister taking tea. Would you like to join the ladies?”

      “Tea?” Somerton cringed. “In a room full of eligible young ladies? I’d rather walk over hot coals.” He looped his arm around Anthony’s shoulders and turned him toward the back of the castle. “And I know exactly where to find the brandy.”

      Somerton hadn’t changed in the fifteen years that Anthony had known him, and even though it was Somerton’s duty to find a bride, it was also his opinion that he had thirteen years, at last count, before he needed to become serious about settling down. If Noah could become a father at the age of five hundred, then I can surely wait to begin producing offspring until age forty, Somerton was fond of saying. At six and twenty, Anthony wasn’t in such a rush either, but he also saw no reason to put off what must be done simply to hold onto a bachelorhood that had become rather dull of late.

      Without argument, Anthony allowed Somerton to lead him to the billiards room. It wasn’t quite as overrun with guests as the drawing room, and even better, not a miss in sight, which meant he needn’t concern himself with the dead plant in his pocket. Not in a room full of gentlemen.

      “Brandy for Redgrave,” Somerton announced and headed toward the sideboard. Apparently, this wasn’t the first Somerton had partaken in today.

      Playing billiards were Westbury and Viscount Blackwater, one of the grooms. Anthony couldn’t stop the grin the pulled at his lips. What would really improve his mood was if Michael was here, but only because his younger brother always got trounced at billiards. Not that Anthony expected to see Michael, unless he decided to make a surprise appearance at Hollybrook for Christmas.  After all, the entire family was now there, save Michael, even his youngest brother William, because he was on break from school for the holiday.

      Anthony frowned. Why hadn’t Charlotte offered William’s room? He certainly wouldn’t have minded sharing with his youngest brother, especially since they didn’t get an opportunity to spend much time together. Sometimes it felt as if he didn’t know two of his siblings very well. Harry, the second born, had been sent to the navy when he was twelve, and William was twelve years younger than Anthony.  No, the only sibling he encountered on a regular basis was Michael who was more interested in wagers and ladies than family ties. If only his younger brother would do something respectable with his life instead of seeking one pleasurable pastime after another, they might share more in common.

      Anthony took the offered brandy from Markham and wandered toward the billiards table. As he drew closer, he experienced the slightest movement in his pocket.

      Anthony slipped a hand inside the pocket. Much to his alarm, his fingers encountered a cool, smooth leaf.

      What the blazes?

      Sliding a finger along the stem, he found the berries, which were growing plump.

      Anthony’s stomach tightened as he glanced around the room. He was surrounded by gentlemen. This couldn’t be right. Not at all. There was a huge mistake or a mix-up in the spell. There had to be.
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      “You left here with Oliver, yet you returned with Lord Redgrave?” Ivy lifted her brow curiously. “What, dear Holly, is that about?”

      “Oliver remained at the gypsy camp and Lord Redgrave escorted me back to the castle.” Holly held her breath and hoped Ivy wouldn’t ask why she’d gone to see the Gypsies. Either Ivy would comment on Holly’s need to protect her older brother, Westbury, or she’d not believe a talisman could protect him. Or, possibly both.

      “Interesting.” Ivy smiled slightly.

      “What is?”

      “You never seem focused on making the best possible match for yourself. As the sister of a baron, you can do better than Oliver. Since Redgrave will be a marquess someday, I do applaud your sudden initiative.”

      It was all Holly could do not to roll her eyes. For the most part, she and Ivy got along well, at least until the subject of potential husbands was broached. For Ivy, only a duke would do. For Holly, only love would do. “Redgrave was only being polite,” Holly assured her, though she wished it were more. “And, as you know, Oliver has no interest in me.”

      Frances narrowed her eyes on Holly. “Are you so certain? My brother does seem to spend a good deal of time in your company.”

      Only because he’s waiting to swoop in and care for the broken hearts that Ethan leaves in his wake. “He is a friend. Besides, you know as well as I do that Oliver needs an heiress, something I am not.”

      “Still, Holly, you shouldn’t spend so much time in Oliver’s company,” Ivy advised.

      “Why?”

      “Because, others already believe he is smitten with you. How will you ever bring an acceptable gentleman, such as Redgrave, up to scratch if my cousin is always at your side?”

      “You mean, how will I ever find love?” Holly countered with a smile.

      Ivy simply sighed and lifted her teacup.

      Thank goodness they weren’t going to revisit an old and worn out argument.

      “My brother is at the gypsy camp?” Frances Dallimore asked after a moment, as if she’d just realized what Holly had said. “He enjoyed them in his youth, but for the most part he thought all that fortune telling was a lark.”

      “Why did you go to the gypsy camp?” Lady Faye asked.

      Holly’s face began to warm, but she wasn’t about to tell these three what she’d been about. Ivy never understood why Holly was so concerned with Anthony’s happiness, or her devotion to her guardian, and Holly didn’t wish to discuss it now.

      “Lady Faye, you look lovely today in the pale rose. You really must wear that color more often,” Holly changed the subject.

      Lady Faye blushed slightly. “Thank you, but I do wish you and Lady Ivy would share with me the name of your modiste. No one has been able to match your style.”

      Holly shared a look with Ivy, but she knew her secret would be safe. When Holly first began sketching and sewing gowns, it had been for herself, then one day she found the most beautiful pale green with delicate white flowers and knew it would look lovely on Ivy with her porcelain complexion and red hair. At first Ivy hadn’t wanted to wear something that Holly had made, but finally humored her and wore it to a picnic where she received an abundance of compliments. Ever since, Holly had designed and sewn many of Ivy’s gowns without anyone being the wiser, except Westbury of course, since he questioned the cost of the material at one time. When he had realized what is was for and then compared it to the normal cost for outfitting them for a Season, he’d remarked that Holly was saving him money. Though Westbury would never deny Ivy a thing, nor Holly for that matter, she’d taken the comment to heart and tried to lessen any financial burden that she could by designing and sewing the gowns she and Ivy wore.

      “If we tell you, or anyone, then everyone will match our style,” Ivy answered.

      At least when Holly returned to her home, she could be assured of at least one customer, unless Ivy found a modiste that she preferred over Holly.

      “Is Westbury about?” Holly asked Ivy.

      “I believe he’s playing billiards.”

      Holly mulled over the idea of going to him, but most likely he’d not be alone and the conversation they needed to have was quite private. The privacy wasn’t for herself as much as it was for Ethan. Or, perhaps it was more for her. She didn’t anticipate Ethan being receptive of the talisman, but hopefully he would understand the necessity.

      Oh, there was nothing for it. She’d have to do this sooner or later and it was best to be done quickly. “Excuse me.” She turned from Lady Ivy, Miss Dallimore and Lady Faye and made her way toward the billiards room.

      There Ethan was, standing at the billiards table, cue in hand. Near him was Redgrave, hand in his pocket and a confused frown on his lips. Holly thought the mistletoe hadn’t responded earlier, unless that was Redgrave’s concern. Had he hoped he’d find his love immediately?

      Holly tried to push the thought from her mind. She didn’t want to think about Redgrave and his destined love, especially since it was not her. Besides, there was a much more pressing matter at hand, and that was to give the pouch to Ethan and pray he’d heed her advice and keep it on his person at all times. With that thought in mind, she took a deep breath and stepped inside what was currently a male domain. The gentlemen turned and looked at her in surprise.

      Weren’t women allowed in here? Their reaction was no different from what Holly assumed she’d receive if she entered Whites, which she would never do, of course.

      “Might I have a word, Your Grace?”

      “Is all well, Miss Prescott?” Westbury asked with concern.

      “Yes, I just need a moment of your time.”

      He handed his cue off to Viscount Blackwater and came forward before leading her out into the corridor. “What is wrong?”

      Again, Holly took a deep breath and pulled the pouch from her pocket. “I visited the Gypsies on your behalf.”

      Ethan raised an eyebrow. “My behalf?”

      “Yes, well, you know my concerns…”

      “Holly, enough. You do not need to protect me.”

      “But, I do,” she argued. “You don’t know how conniving the female mind can be.”

      He narrowed his eyes on her, and Holly squirmed just a bit. Ethan had told her time and again that having raised three sisters, he was quite aware how Machiavellian the female mind could be. Holly, however, was quite convinced that he was fooling himself. After all, she had witnessed enough over the last few seasons to know that Ethan wasn’t nearly as aware as he should be.

      “Anyway, I’ve obtained a talisman to protect you.”

      His lips twitched as if he wished to laugh. Odd, that. Ethan rarely laughed, if ever, and he’d certainly not laugh at anyone. Perhaps being with the gentlemen had put him in good humor. “You must promise to keep this with you at all times.”

      He took the small brown satchel and studied it. “What’s it supposed to do?”

      Ethan was still humoring her, but Holly didn’t care. As long as he kept it, it didn’t matter what he thought of her at the moment.

      “Madam Boswell assured me that as long as this is on your person, you will know your love when you meet her.”

      “How, exactly?”

      If he actually laughed at her, Holly would scream.  She was well aware that Ethan barely tolerated her interference, but he’d never laughed at her before. All in all, this was rather frustrating. However, regardless of what he might or might not do, she pushed forward. “Your fingers will tingle when you touch and your heart will race.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” He turned the pouch over in his hand as if studying it.

      “Then the miss in question is only interested in your title and not you for yourself.”

      He nodded. “What of you?”

      “What do you mean?” She blinked up at him.

      “If I have this, what is to become of you, or will you still watch from the shadows, hoping I don’t succumb to a manipulative lady.”

      By the time he was finished, Holly’s face was burning. Ethan had never been unkind to her before, and she wasn’t sure if he was now. Had she really been such a bother? “The Gypsy said that I must stay away. Keep my distance.” She looked away. “I’m the interference that keeps you from your future.”

      “Never that, Holly.”

      His voice was kind and low, a balm to her embarrassment.

      “I only want what is best for you, Ethan,” she said after meeting his eyes.

      “I know, and I thank you for your concern.” Then he slid the pouch into his pocket. “I’ll make a bargain with you. I’ll keep the talisman on my person if you promise to enjoy this holiday and not worry about me being ruined.” His blue eyes bore into hers. “Do we have an agreement?”

      “Yes.” After all, it was exactly what the old Gypsy had told her to do, and as long as Ethan promised to keep the pouch, she’d need not worry about him any longer.
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* * *

      Anthony glanced up when Westbury returned. Did he now have the pouch on him or had he dismissed Miss Prescott’s concern?

      “How is your ward, Westbury, and why haven’t you married her off? She’s what, one-and-twenty?” the Earl of Hayfield asked.

      Anthony shot him a look. He’d never much cared for Hayfield, and wondered if the rumors were true that the earl had made the governess of his children his mistress while he sought to marry an heiress.

      “Miss Prescott is well, and she will marry in her own time,” Westbury nearly scolded as he took his cue back from Blackwater.

      “It must be quite a strain to be guardian to a miss with little to recommend her, at least by way of a dowry. You’re a better man than I.”

      Most gentlemen were, Anthony thought to himself and suspected Westbury was having similar thoughts. Tension settled in the duke’s shoulders as he turned his back to the earl without responding.

      “It’s a shame that Miss Prescott is in love with you, Westbury.” Somerton lifted his glass. “The rest of us don’t have a chance with her.”

      Anthony straightened, as did Westbury, who turned to Somerton before he could take his next shot

      “Love?” Westbury questioned. “I can assure you that Miss Prescott only holds a brotherly affection for me.”

      Somerton snorted in disbelief as Anthony studied the duke. Was Westbury really so blind?

      “What is this?” Oliver Dallimore asked as he entered. “Who is in love with Westbury this time?”

      “Miss Prescott,” Somerton announced and Anthony watched Dallimore for any reaction.

      The man actually laughed.

      Was it possible that she did not love her guardian and truly wished only to protect him?

      Westbury frowned. “I agree with you, Oliver, but I see no reason to laugh as if the very idea is an absurdity.”

      “My pardon.” Dallimore flourished a mock bow, though the smirk remained on his lips.

      “Are you saying that Miss Prescott is not in love with His Grace?” Somerton asked, setting his brandy aside, suddenly interested.

      Anthony narrowed his eyes. He knew very well that Somerton didn’t plan on courting any miss for at least thirteen more years. Regardless of their friendship, Anthony wasn’t going to stand by if Somerton intended to play with the girl’s affections.

      “Hardly,” Dallimore snorted. “As far as Miss Prescott is concerned, His Grace is much like an older brother, whom she does care deeply about.”

      Older brother whom she cares deeply about? Had he so poorly misread the situation for the past three years?

      “Then why haven’t you courted her?” Hayfield demanded of Dallimore. “You’re practically always in her pocket.”

      If Miss Prescott truly didn’t love Westbury, and the mistletoe was truly faulty…

      “It isn’t that I don’t wish to court Miss Prescott,” Dallimore answered and Anthony stiffened. “In fact, she has everything I could ever want in a wife, save one thing?”

      “That would be?” Somerton asked.

      “Wealth!”

      Both Somerton and Hayfield sadly nodded. Though Somerton had no need to marry an heiress, Hayfield certainly did. At least Anthony wouldn’t need to worry about the earl. Somerton, on the other hand, was a different concern all together.

      Striding across the room, Antony nodded and stepped out into the corridor and almost instantly the plant in is pocket shriveled. He’d forgotten he was even gripping the damn thing.

      This couldn’t be right.

      Anthony pulled it from his pocket and stared down. It appeared no different than it had at the Gypsy camp. Had he only imagined that it had begun to ripen in the billiards room?

      That must be it, but just to be certain, he turned in the direction he had come, walking slowly and watching for any changes in the plant. The moment he crossed the threshold, the tips of the leaves began to turn green as the berries began to plump.

      His heart pounded as he stepped further into the room and it came to life.

      Anthony looked up, then did a slow turn. He was surrounded by nothing but men. Bloody hell.
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      Tension like she’d not experienced in some time gripped Holly and it was all she could do to get though the tea. She wasn’t quite certain why she was on edge, though she did suspect a few causes. The first, her guardian. Since she’d promised not to interfere in any potential courtship, she’d been forced to watch helplessly as ladies attempted to gain his attention. When Ethan caught her watching him, he slipped the pouch from his pocket, tossed it gently in his hand as if it were a small ball then returned it to its resting place. He was doing what she asked, and she needed to trust that the gypsy magic would work.

      The second concern was that she’d learned that Redgrave was staying at Hollybrook Park, which shouldn’t have surprised her since he would wish to be with his sister. What was alarming was that several wedding guests had chosen to stay there as well because they were afraid of the ghosts at Castle Keyvnor. Those guests also happened to count a number of misses. How many, she did not know, but she feared that Redgrave’s mistletoe had ripened and she’d never see him again.

      Then there was the Earl of Somerton. She’d danced with him in the past, but last night he was more attentive than before, even took her for a stroll about the room. Then this morning he sought her out for a walk in the maze and she couldn’t quite determine why. Perhaps it was the more relaxed setting, or maybe the holidays. He was quite entertaining, but he wasn’t Redgrave.

      Blast! She must stop thinking about Redgrave. He wasn’t for her, which the mistletoe had been very clear about, but it was hard to let go of what she’d hoped for from the first time she had spotted him.

      Then there was Oliver, who had oddly been absent for the evening. Perhaps that was why the evening wasn’t as comfortable for her as it could have been. In the past, it was Oliver who’d kept her entertained with his little witticisms about those present at any event, when he wasn’t teasing her about being Ethan’s protector. Now that she had no need to watch Ethan, perhaps Oliver didn’t feel the need to be by her side.

      Those were the very reasons she returned to her chamber for her sketchbook and pencils. Designing gowns always calmed her, and the blue parlor was perfect for sketching.

      A chill swept through Holly as she entered, however. It was much colder in here today than it was yesterday. Goodness, she might need to retreat to a warmer room in the castle.

      Glancing around, she noted twice as many ghosts as before and a few of them were pacing as if worried.

      Pacing? Worried? What kind of concerns could ghosts have, other than their inability to move on, of course?

      “Was the Gypsy able to help you?”

      Holly jumped at the unexpected voice and whirled around. Sir Gervase stood before her.

      “Madam Boswell gave me a talisman to protect my guardian and he now has it with him.” Holly sighed and walked toward the windows to look out into the gardens. Dormant raised beds spread out below with the only green from the boxwoods that formed an intricate knot garden. How did one plant flowers between the ovals surrounded by hedges? Of course, one could step over the low bushes if one wished.

      “Why so sad? It is not what you wanted?”

      Another heavy sigh. “Of course it’s what I want, and I hope he finds his true love.”

      “Are you sure it is not you who are in love with him?”

      Holly turned toward the Knight Templar. “I assure you that I am not. It’s just that…”

      “Yes?”

      “There is a gentleman that I am fond of, but he is not meant for me.” There, she admitted it out loud.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because he visited Madam Boswell as well.” She released another sigh, and then she explained about the mistletoe.

      “The path to his true love?”

      “Yes,” Holly answered. “And the mistletoe remained quite dead around me.”

      Sir Gervase frowned. “Let me think on this for a moment.”

      “What is there to think on? Madam Boswell was quite clear.”

      “Yes, but it is an enchantment, brought about by the witches. Some of their spells are easy and clear, others can be more convoluted.”

      “I don’t believe there is anything remotely complicated this time.”

      “Let me consult with Benedict Nankervis. He is more attuned to love than anyone else at the castle.”

      “Who is Benedict Nankervis?” She’d not heard his name mentioned since her arrival, but Holly hadn’t yet met everyone.

      “He made the mistake of serenading the wrong queen and Henry VIII had him beheaded.”

      Holly blinked. “Does he walk around headless?”

      Sir Gervase laughed. “No, Benedict arrived in the afterlife with his head intact.”

      That was a relief. The ghosts hadn’t bothered her, but she wasn’t quite certain what she’d have done had she encountered a headless one.

      More ghosts had entered since she began speaking with Sir Gervase. “Perhaps I should go. I don’t wish to intrude.”

      “Oh, never mind them,” he dismissed.

      “Are they agitated?” Holly couldn’t believe she was even asking such a question.

      Sir Gervase frowned. “There is a sense of danger, if you must know. Something has come to Castle Keyvnor.”

      Alarm swept through her. “Danger?”

      “Not to the living,” he quickly assured her. “To us.”

      What could possibly threaten a ghost? “What is it?”

      “We do not know, but we definitely feel something different.”

      “Oh, I do hope you’re wrong.”

      “As do I,” he agreed. “When I have an answer, I will seek you out.” Sir Gervase bowed deeply then vanished.

      As much as Holly appreciated his help, she didn’t hold out hope that the mistletoe would ever lead Redgrave to her.
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* * *

      The damned mistletoe was broken, of that Anthony was certain. However, he made a point to visit with all of the misses at his sister’s home last evening, as well as at breakfast this morning, and once again at the start of tea. Not one berry ripened nor did any of the leaves begin to turn green, which was a great relief, as he didn’t wish for the plant to ripen around anyone who was not Miss Prescott.

      He thought to return to Madam Boswell so that the mistletoe could be fixed, but then it occurred to him that maybe it was simple interference from the numerous spirits living at the castle. With that thought, he decided to visit again. Even though Anthony had no intention of being at Castle Keyvnor more than necessary, if at all, Keyvnor was where Miss Prescott was. However, he did wonder if he should warn her that the Gypsy or Wiccan magic might be faulty. Not that it had been for Charlotte, but the mistletoe in his pocket was another matter entirely.

      Except if Miss Prescott feared the talisman wouldn’t protect Westbury, she’d go back to watching her guardian instead of enjoying herself, and Anthony wanted her focus off the duke for a change.

      It was a dilemma that left him torn. While he understood Miss Prescott’s concern for Westbury, and it was rather endearing, Anthony was certain Westbury wasn’t a fool. He’d not succumb to a scheming female any more than Anthony would. If anything, and from what Anthony had observed, His Grace was more cautious than most and stayed well within the bounds of propriety in every situation.

      With that thought in mind, Anthony decided that he’d keep his concerns to himself. He didn’t need Miss Prescott worrying. Besides, if the mistletoe truly was broken, then the fact that it hadn’t come to life when he was with her didn’t mean anything, and Anthony wasn’t going to waste valuable time worrying about the damned dead plant when he could be spending time with Miss Prescott.

      “Is Miss Prescott taking tea, Mrs. Bray?” Anthony asked the housekeeper upon entering the castle.

      “She has gone to the blue parlor.”

      Blue parlor? Anthony didn’t recall a blue parlor from his earlier visit.

      “Turn left at the top of the stairs. You will find it at the end of the corridor.”

      “These stairs?” Anthony asked in confirmation since there were a number of stairs in the castle and one could get quite lost wandering about.

      “Yes, those stairs, but I should warn you that the room is quite cold, even in the summer.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Bray.” He wasn’t about to let a little chill keep him away from Miss Prescott, and thus he mounted the stairs and marched toward the blue parlor.

      As he neared the parlor in question, Anthony slowed his steps. Voices spilled into the corridor. Who was Miss Prescott speaking with? It was a gentleman, but Anthony didn’t recognize the voice.

      “He made the mistake of serenading the wrong queen, and Henry VIII had him beheaded.”

      “Does he walk around headless?” Miss Prescott asked.

      Ah, they must be discussing a ghost.

      The gentleman laughed, irritating Anthony to no end.

      “No, Benedict arrived in the afterlife with his head intact.”

      Who the blazes was charming Miss Prescott with stories of ghosts? If anyone was going to charm her it was going to be him, though his ghost stories weren’t exactly charming, but there were a number of other topics he could choose.

      “Perhaps I should go. I don’t wish to intrude.”

      Were others in the room? Anthony only heard the two voices.

      “Oh, never mind them.”

      Who? Anthony edged toward the entry.

      “Are they agitated?” Miss Prescott asked.

      “There is a sense of danger, if you must know. Something has come to Castle Keyvnor.”

      Alarm swept through Anthony and his thoughts mirrored Miss Prescott’s words, “Danger?”

      If there was another murderous ghost about, Anthony would insist on taking Miss Prescott from Keyvnor. He’d happily give up his un-haunted chamber at Hollybrook if it meant she’d be safe.

      “Not to the living,” he quickly assured her. “To us.”

      Bloody hell! Was she talking to a ghost?

      He shook the thought from his mind. Ghosts don’t talk, they just float about and sometimes try to kill people, like his sister.

      But, if the living weren’t in danger, who did that leave?

      This was Castle Keyvnor, so Anthony supposed anything was possible, though ghosts being in danger did seem rather odd. However, if someone wanted to do away with Baron Tyrell, the ghost that had tried to kill Charlotte, Anthony would offer no argument.

      “What is it?” Miss Prescott asked.

      “We do not know, but we definitely feel something different.”

      “Oh, I do hope you are wrong.”

      “As do I,” he agreed. “When I have an answer, I will seek you out.”

      What answers? The danger or something else? Or, what was Miss Prescott seeking? Why hadn’t she asked him?

      This was ridiculous. He wasn’t going to stand in the corridor eavesdropping. However, when he stepped into to the blue parlor, Miss Prescott was quite alone.

      Anthony stopped short. He had heard a gentleman’s voice, of that he was certain.

      A chill ran up his spine as the coldness in the room began to sink into his bones. “Miss Prescott, were you just speaking with someone?”

      She glanced back from the window and smiled. “Sir Gervase, a Knight’s Templar.”

      Her response was so natural and unalarmed that it was almost disturbing. “A Knight’s Templar?” he asked slowly. “Weren’t the Crusades centuries ago?”

      “Of course.” She laughed. “Though I’m not sure how he came to be here.”

      Shouldn’t a miss, or anyone, be alarmed, or at least concerned, to be talking with a ghost?

      “Unfortunately, Benedick is unavailable, my lady, I shall seek his guidance…”

      Anthony blinked as a ghost materialized before him. The knight was certainly a Templar, given the white cloak and the red cross. Anthony had only seen drawings and paintings, but assumed those had been accurate.

      “Thank you for asking, Sir Gervase,” Miss Prescott responded.

      The ghost narrowed his eyes on Anthony as he moved his hand to the hilt of his sword. “Who is this?” Sir Gervase demanded as he moved to block Anthony from Miss Prescott. Anthony could see her through the ghostly form, but he wasn’t going to do anything that Sir Gervase might interpret as threatening. The ghost did have a sword, whether it would do him any good or not was not something Anthony wasn’t willing to risk.

      “Sir Gervase, may I introduce you to Viscount Redgrave.”

      “Viscount?” Gervase asked.

      “Yes.” Anthony answered and wondered why that might make a difference.

      “What are your intentions?”

      Anthony blinked at him. How the blazes was he to answer that question? The knight was a ghost, not Miss Prescott’s guardian.

      “Lord Redgrave is the one with the dead mistletoe,” Miss Prescott explained.

      “Ah, now I understand.” Lord Gervase removed his hand from the hilt of his sword.

      What did he understand? Anthony looked to Miss Prescott. She simply smiled.

      “Well, I’ll be about my business.  I hope the two of you have a pleasant afternoon.” With that, he was gone.

      Miss Prescott bit her bottom lip, as if trying to fight a smile. “He is rather gallant, isn’t he?”

      “For a ghost, I suppose,” Anthony grumbled.

      Was he actually jealous of a spirit?

      “Were you looking for me?” she asked.

      “Yes, um…I thought…” Damn and blast, since when did he have difficulty talking to a miss? “I thought that….perhaps we could…” What the blazes could they do in Bocka Morrow? It wasn’t as if they could drive through Hyde Park to get ices from Gunter’s.

      “Yes?” she prompted.

      “A walk in the gardens perhaps, or drive into the village?”

      Miss Prescott’s eyes lightened as she smiled shyly at him. “Hasn’t the mistletoe ripened?”

      It didn’t sit well with him to lie to her but he couldn’t very well tell Miss Prescott that it had only occurred in a room full of gentlemen. “Not around any of the young ladies here.” There, that was the truth.

      “Shouldn’t you remain here? Others are to arrive and the mistletoe might point you to your future.”

      “Well, it can just ripen at another time,” Anthony dismissed. “I’d much prefer to spend the afternoon with you.”

      Color stained her cheeks once again. “I’d like that as well.”

      Anthony took her hand in his then lifted it to his lips. It was all he could do not to pull her forward so that he might kiss her lips instead of the back of her hand.

      No one was about. What harm would there be in one little kiss? It wasn’t as if anyone would know.

      Anthony took a step toward her as he twined his fingers with hers. Miss Prescott’s blue eyes grew wide, but she didn’t back away. With another step, her lips parted as her tongue darted out to moisten her upper lip. It was all he could do not to groan aloud. He’d not touched more than her hand and already the passion was rioting in his body, as it had done when they’d danced. Before, Anthony had tamped it down because he believed her to be in love with Westbury, but now that he knew she wasn’t, he’d not deny either of them just one simple kiss.
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      Holly’s heart sped as Redgrave moved closer, and then his lips touched hers and Holly’s eyes fluttered closed. So gentle and so sweet. Her first kiss and it couldn’t have been more prefect. As a hand slipped about her waist, Redgrave’s lips pressed further and a number of new sensations swarmed her body from the tingling of his hand through her gown, to the heat of his kiss, warming her entire body. When the tip of his tongue touched her lips, heat washed through her as she parted and had to grasp his shoulders to keep from collapsing because she was fairly certain her legs would no longer hold her on their own. As his other hand caressed her cheek and neck, he delved deeper and Holly was well and truly lost. This moment could go on forever and it was more than she ever dreamed a kiss could be.

      At the slam of the door, she jumped away from Redgrave and turned, but no human was present. Instead, a number of ghosts stared at her. The older ladies’ lips were pursed in disappointment while the men were grinning, and a nun held her hand over the little boy’s eyes, though he could see through the hand well enough and looked as if he’d eaten something sour. Holly’s face flooded with a different kind of heat as she stepped away from Redgrave. Goodness, how could she have forgotten herself?

      “Who slammed the door?” Redgrave asked.

      The ghosts turned as Sir Gervase materialized. “I wished to protect your reputation.”

      Goodness, it was warm in here for a change. “Thank you.”

      “But you should part. You are not to be alone long.”

      “Where did all these other ghosts come from?” Redgrave whispered.

      Holly blinked at him. “They’ve been here all along. Didn’t you see them before?”

      “No. I didn’t,” he ground out and stepped away from her just as the door opened.

      Oliver stepped inside and stopped, one eyebrow raised as he looked from Holly to Redgrave and back to Holly.

      “Am I irrupting anything?” He causally strolled forward.

      “Of course not,” Holly answered. Thank goodness Sir Gervase had shut the door or she would have been caught in a near compromising position. It was bad enough that they were alone in the parlor, worse behind a closed door, but thank goodness it was Oliver who found them and not someone else.

      “I thought you’d be sketching. I didn’t expect Redgrave to be here.” He eyed the viscount with distrust.

      “We were simply talking,” Holly answered. It was unusual for Oliver to be so tense. Did he really think she’d been compromised? Was he going to speak to Westbury?

      Goodness! That would never do. It was only a kiss, and if Oliver or Ethan forced Redgrave’s hand then he’d never find the woman who was meant for him. “Did you need something?” She hadn’t seen Oliver since yesterday afternoon.

      “It’s not important,” he hedged.

      Perhaps it wasn’t since Oliver often came looking for her when he was bored. However, the castle was full of misses, so it was a wonder Oliver even remembered she was here.

      “However, I would suggest that the two of you return to a more occupied portion of the castle.” He leveled his eyes on Redgrave. “I’d hate for Miss Prescott’s reputation to be called into question.”

      Tension also radiated off Redgrave. Of course he was concerned. He didn’t want his hand forced any more than she did. No matter how wonderful their kiss, the mistletoe did not respond to her presence so she must leave him be. “Yes, we should.” Holly picked up her sketchbook. “I’ll just return this to my chamber and meet you in the drawing room.”

      “I should take my leave,” Redgrave said and a part of Holly’s heart shriveled and possibly died, like the mistletoe in his pocket. Of course he was going to leave. He was probably sorry that he had kissed her in the first place.

      He turned, his green eyes boring into hers. “Perhaps we can enjoy a stroll tomorrow.”

      As much as she would like to spend more time in his company, Holly knew that it was futile. He was not meant for her, and he knew that as well. It did neither of them any good to continue spending time in each other’s company. The only thing that could come of this was a broken heart. “I’m not sure that is wise, Lord Redgrave.”

      “I’m certain it is,” he countered.

      She hitched a brow. “What of your quest?”

      “Exactly what is your quest, Redgrave, and what does the old Gypsy woman have to do with it?” Oliver asked.

      For a moment, Redgrave held Holly’s eyes and then he turned to Oliver. “Simply a matter to assist in finding a bride.”

      “Is it similar to what Holly gave Westbury?”

      “Somewhat. I’m humoring my mother.”

      Was he truly? Holly had thought he’d taken the matter with the utmost seriousness. Well, if he wasn’t going to abide by the response of the mistletoe, she certainly would. It was for his own good.

      Oh, why were gentlemen so foolish? First Ethan and now Redgrave.
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* * *

      Anthony strode from the castle. Damn and blast, why had Dallimore shown up when he did? Up until the door slammed, Anthony had been having quite an enjoyable interlude with Miss Prescott. Ill-advised, yes, but enjoyable nonetheless.

      Furthermore, it was proof that the damned mistletoe was broken. He knew that the instant their lips touched. He’d meant to keep the kiss short and chaste, but found it impossible.

      In retrospect, perhaps it was good that Dallimore had come across them because Anthony had quite forgotten that they were in a very public room in a castle full of guests, and ghosts. He’d never seen so many gathered in one setting. Ghosts that is. In fact, he’d only encountered two in his life—Sir Gervase and Baron Tyrell, the ghost that had nearly killed Charlotte. Did they just choose to reveal themselves when they saw fit?

      Anthony shook the thoughts of ghosts away because they didn’t really matter. What did was Miss Prescott and her dismissal of him and that she didn’t think it wise that they spend any more time together.

      He could have sworn the kiss affected her as much as it had him. She’d clung to his shoulders and fully participated. Had it been awful, she would have pushed him away, not pulled him closer.

      Damn and blast, it was the mistletoe. She didn’t know it was broken. If he told her, would it make a difference? Perhaps it would assist in his courtship of her, but then she’d worry that the talisman she had given to Westbury was broken as well, and return to watching out for her guardian.

      What to do? He could return to Madam Boswell and demand that she fix it, but was it really necessary? Anthony already knew that it was Miss Prescott he wished to pursue, regardless of who the mistletoe responded to, so what did it matter if it worked or not? Besides, gentlemen had been finding love without the help of magic for centuries. His parents were a perfect example, and Anthony didn’t need magic to help him either. He’d just not share that information with his mother.

      “Anthony, I’m so glad you’ve returned,” his mother said as he entered Hollybrook Park. Had she been looking for him?

      “Did you need me?”

      “A number of ladies would like to visit the Gypsies for fortunes, but Charlotte must remain here to see to her duties as hostess and Lynwood is needed elsewhere.

      “Where?” Anthony demanded.

      His mother looked around and then went up on her toes and leaned in. “A shipment came in last evening,” she whispered. “Though I don’t think I’m supposed to know that.”

      Ah, yes, the illegal smuggling his brother-in-law had inherited from his grandfather along with the title. It hadn’t been Lynwood’s intention to be as involved, but the caves were beneath Hollybrook and the illegal activity was the true backbone to the strong economy in Bocka Morrow.

      “He didn’t sleep last night because once he returned to the manor the guests were rising to break their fast. But Charlotte has entertainments planned for this evening and insisted he get some rest before supper.”

      “There is no one else?” The very last thing Anthony wanted was to escort a bunch of misses to have their fortunes told. What he wanted to do was return to Keyvnor Castle and kiss Miss Prescott again.

      “Many are new arrivals,” she informed him. “You should spend time with them, you know, to see if the mistletoe responds,” she ended in a whisper.

      Even if it did, Anthony would ignore it. He knew who he wanted.
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      A day had passed. A full twenty-four hours since Redgrave had kissed her, but Holly could almost still feel his lips against hers and it made her heart ache. Not even sketching new dress designs kept her mind from the memory, so she put those away and returned to the drawing room, where a number of guests had gathered, in hopes that conversation would keep her mind from Lord Redgrave.

      At least Oliver hadn’t told Ethan anything. Not that there was anything to tell except that she and Redgrave had been alone in the blue parlor with the door closed. Of course, that could be damaging enough if the wrong gossip monger learned about it and embellished the story. Sadly, it was a fact that those in Society liked to gossip about others, something she wanted no part of.

      “Care for an adventure?”

      Holly nearly jumped when Oliver came up behind her.

      “What kind of adventure?” she asked as she turned to him.

      “Treasure hunt?” His eyes were bright as he grinned.

      Holly couldn’t help but laugh. “What kind of treasure hunt?”

      Oliver glanced around, nodded to a few of the guests, and then offered his arm. “Come with me and I’ll explain,” he said quietly.

      “Where are we going?” Holly laughed.

      “That freezing blue parlor. You are the only person who is willing to go inside, besides Redgrave,” he finished with a searching look.

      Holly refrained from answering his unspoken question. She’d not give Oliver any reason to believe anything happened other than perfectly innocent conversation.

      Holly blinked when they stepped into the room. There were even more ghosts than before and she might freeze to death if they remained for too long.

      “He’s here to kill us all,” one was saying.

      “He’d need to find us first,” another commented.

      “Which is why we all must stay together.”

      “Kill?” Holly said aloud. Was it even possible to kill a ghost?

      “I said nothing about killing, Holly.” Oliver looked at her strangely.

      Clearly, he didn’t see or hear the ghosts, and it was futile to explain. Oliver would only think her mad.

      “We must avoid the Earl of Snowingham,” another ghost explained. “He is the danger to us all.”

      “Lord Snowingham? What does he have to do with your concern?” she asked.

      “Holly, who are you speaking to?” Oliver demanded. “And why the sudden concern for the earl? You barely know the fellow.”

      She blinked at her friend and then shook her head. Now was not the time to try and explain since Oliver wouldn’t believe her anyway. Later she’d return and get her answers. “Nothing. Tell me about your treasure hunt.”

      Oliver brightened immediately. “I’ve been reading about the castle, the past inhabitants, those who perished and how, it’s all quite fascinating.”

      “This led you to a treasure?”

      “I can well understand why so many believe the place haunted, given the tragic history, but I believe those stories are just stories, designed to keep everyone away.”

      “Oh, do be clear, Oliver.”

      “There once was a Knight’s Templar who visited. He’d come from Blisland.”

      “Yes, I know all about Blisland.” There was a remote hamlet in the parish called Temple and the Knights Templar built a refuge there for pilgrims traveling to the holy land during the twelfth century, if she remembered correctly. A church once stood there but was now in sad disrepair, and the only reason she had this knowledge was that it wasn’t too far from her home.

      “It is rumored that the knights brought back a treasure, but nobody has ever been able to find it in Temple or Blisland.”

      Yes, she’d heard those stories as a child as well. “And you thought the Templar had brought it here?”

      “It stands to reason, don’t you think. What better place to hide a treasure than at a haunted castle or on the grounds somewhere?”

      “I’m not so certain Keyvnor was considered haunted in the twelfth century, Oliver.”

      “Are you confident it wasn’t?” he countered. “The rumors of haunting could have started even then to protect the hidden treasure.”

      It was very unlikely, but she’d go along. “So you’d like me to help you find this treasure?”

      “I think it would be great fun, and something to occupy our time until the weddings.”

      “I thought the misses and ladies who are staying here would be entertainment enough for you.”

      “That’s just it, Holly.” Oliver sobered. “What is the purpose in flirtation when in the end I’ll need to marry an heiress? However, if I found a treasure, then I could pursue my heart’s desire and not one my purse needs.”

      Poor Oliver. His situation was not much different from her own. He did need an heiress and could possibly be forced to marry without love, whereas she brought so little to a marriage that few gentlemen would even consider her, even if they did have plump pockets. “Even if you were to find the treasure, wouldn’t it belong to Banfield?”

      “If I do find the treasure, perhaps I won’t tell him.”

      Holly frowned at her friend.

      “Oh, very well, but maybe he will share? Reward me? Or perhaps I’ll keep a little back for myself.”

      She shook her head. “Why not ask the Gypsy. Maybe she could help you find it.” Holly didn’t believe there was a treasure. If the rumors were true, someone would have found it long before now.

      His face contorted into either anger or irritation, she couldn’t tell which. “Her premonitions and magic are as real as the fictional ghosts in the castle.”

      Holly studied Oliver. “What did she say to you?”

      “That what I seek is not for me to have.”

      “What is it you seek?”

      “The umm, well…the treasure.,” he hedged.

      “You didn’t even know about the treasure at the time.” Holly narrowed her eyes on Oliver. “What else do you seek?” She thought she knew all there was to know about Oliver. They’d grown quite close since she’d gone to live with Ethan. He’d never kept anything from her.

      “It’s not important,” he dismissed. “Besides, it’s not as if I believe her.”

      “Oliver, I really do think you should heed whatever she said.”

      Smiling, he shook his head and studied her. “Come now, let us not argue. We have treasure to find.”

      With a sigh she said, “Very well. At least it will occupy us for the day.”

      “Enjoy your hunt, but you will not find the treasure at Keyvnor,” Sir Gervase said as he appeared to her.

      “There is one?”

      “Of course there is,” Oliver insisted. “That is what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

      “The Gypsy is right in that it is not meant for him,” Sir Gervase continued.

      “Where is it?” Holly asked the ghost.

      “I don’t exactly know, but after studying a few maps I think I know where to begin,” Oliver answered.

      “Not here.” The ghost smiled. “But it does exist and has not yet been found.”

      A thrill shot through Holly at the very idea of a real treasure hidden somewhere, but as it wasn’t at Keyvnor, there was really no point in searching, other than to keep Oliver occupied. As soon as she mentioned what the ghost of a Knight Templar told her, Oliver would dismiss her and go off anyway.

      “Well, come along,” Oliver insisted. “Thank goodness it’s not in here or we’d freeze to death before finding it.”

      With a smile and nod, Holly left Sir Gervase and followed Oliver to his quest.
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* * *

      “I will not share my bed with you,” Anthony informed his brother, Michael, who had arrived unexpectedly.

      “You’re my brother. You’d turn me out?”

      “The bed barely fits me. I’d be miserable with you there as well.” Besides, Anthony still wasn’t confident that Miss Prescott could remain safe at Keyvnor. Not with all those ghosts anyway. He knew the place was rumored to be filled with them, but there had to have been nearly two dozen in the blue parlor and all of them had watched him kiss Miss Prescott.

      “What of William’s chamber? Certainly my younger brother cares enough to share his chamber.”

      Charlotte frowned. “I’m sorry Michael. He has been put with Edward, Adam’s younger brother.”

      “Alexander is in there was well,” his cousin Cassandra, Lady St. Giles added. She was settled beside her husband, Jack, Lord St. Giles. “The chamber is already quite crowded.”

      The three boys were on holiday from Eton where they attended school together.

      “I didn’t know you were coming,” Charlotte said with a sigh. “No one did. Why would I keep a room for you when you told Mama you were not coming?”

      Thank goodness Anthony had arrived ahead of his brother, or he might have been without a bed because Michael wouldn’t share with him any more than Anthony was willing to share with Michael.

      “You found a spot for Anthony.” Michael glared at Anthony, who was hard-pressed not to grin.

      “Michael.” Charlotte sighed again. “I love you. I adore you, you know I do. If I had known you were coming, I would have kept a room for you. But as it is, I can’t toss one of my guests out on their ear.”

      “No, it’s just better to send your own flesh and blood out into the wilderness with no place to stay.”

      Anthony snorted at his brother’s theatrics.

      “I’d hardly call Bocka Morrow the wilderness,” Charlotte returned dryly. “I know the inns are sold out. You’re going to have to stay at Keyvnor. There’s nowhere else for you to go.”

      For a moment, Michael seemed to consider the possibility and accept that he wouldn’t have a place at Hollybrook Park. Then he flashed a pitiful look at Lord and Lady St. Giles. “You are my dearest friend.”

      St. Giles’ brow lifted in surprise. “You are not sharing a bedchamber with my wife and me. It is out of the question.”

      Michael was more desperate than Anthony realized. Of course, if the situation were reversed, perhaps he’d beg the same of his closest friend. Then again, Anthony’s closest friend was a bachelor, and he had no doubt that Somerton would be glad to put him up.

      “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

      “Michael.” Lady’s St. Giles brought her hand to her lips in alarm. Anthony couldn’t really blame her, the suggestion was quite shocking.

      “Oscar sleeps on the floor these days. Sorry, old man.”

      Anthony bit back a laugh. For the first time, he actually liked that obnoxious poodle that barked from his place on Lady St. Giles’ lap at hearing his name. Anthony glanced around. Where was Princess, Charlotte’s cat? Mother and Father brought the feline with them and he’d seen for himself that the cat loved nothing more than to terrorize the yappy little dog.

      “Castle Keyvnor,” Michael complained.  “None of you are willing to stay there.”

      “None of the ghosts bothered you last time,” St. Giles reminded Michael. “You must not be the sort they’re interested in haunting.”

      With one last irritated look at Anthony, Michael turned to leave.

      “See you on the morrow,” Anthony called joyfully.

      “Go bugger off,” he grumbled before he quit the parlor and Anthony couldn’t help but chuckle, which only earned him a scolding look from Charlotte.

      “Why blame me? Michael should have planned better.”

      “Need I remind you,” Charlotte said, “that you are lucky to have a bed and if it weren’t for Adam’s sister, you would have suffered the exact same circumstance?”

      “Well, I didn’t,” Anthony reminded her, grateful that he arrived first since he knew without a doubt that Michael wouldn’t have shared with him either.
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      Oliver was not to be discouraged, even though they’d walked all of Keyvnor yesterday without a hint of where the treasure could be buried. Of course, Holly knew there was no such treasure here but had gone along anyway. She remembered rumors of a Templar treasure hidden in or near Temple but nobody had ever found it. She, like most, had assumed it was only a tale, but after speaking with Sir Gervase, she couldn’t help but wonder where it was. Perhaps when she finally returned to her home near Tintagel, she might engage in a treasure hunt herself, which was why she’d returned to the blue parlor this morning.

      “Sir Gervase, are you about?” she called into the empty room.

      Where had all the ghosts disappeared to? Yesterday it had been full, bringing the temperature to near freezing. This morning is was quite empty and the room was toasty.

      Alarm shot through her. Had they all been killed? That was their concern yesterday and it had something to do with Lord Snowingham. Was he a secret ghost hunter or something?

      The idea was nearly laughable, except the ghosts were real, so she wouldn’t discount the possibility. Witch hunters were quite real at one time so why couldn’t there be ghost hunters?

      “Sir Gervase?” she called again. “Is anyone about?”

      Only silence greeted Holly as she settled on the settee before the fire. Oh, she hoped nothing dreadful had happened to him or the others.

      “I believe everyone is in the dining room breaking their fast,” Lord Redgrave answered from the threshold.

      Holly’s pulse picked up at the sight of Lord Redgrave. Oh, why couldn’t the mistletoe have come alive for her? Instead, she’d have only a memory of what it was like to share his kiss while she tried not to think about the woman who would one day share them all. “I’m not concerned with the living,” she finally answered. “The ghosts are all gone and I fear something dreadful might have happened.”

      Redgrave frowned. “What could be worse than dead?”

      “I don’t know,” she shrugged. “But they were certainly worried yesterday, and now they’re gone.”

      “Perhaps they’re simply haunting other areas of the castle. It is quite large and there are so many people to frighten,” he suggested.

      There was that, she supposed. She’d heard a number of stories regarding noises and bumps in the night at the breakfast table this morning, so perhaps they were all busy frightening the guests. If she were a ghost, perhaps that was what she’d find entertaining.

      “I’ve come to offer a confession and ask that you join me on a walk to the Gypsy camp.”

      “Confession?” Holly stood. Had it anything to do with the kiss they shared?

      “I fear the mistletoe is broken.”

      Holly frowned. “Has it not responded to anyone? If that is the case, you needn’t worry. Perhaps she is simply not here.”

      “That isn’t it.” Redgrave’s face began to turn red. “It did come to life—once. No twice.”

      Her heart sank. Holly knew it would happen, she just hoped she never knew the when or with whom. “I don’t understand. Is it someone you hadn’t considered before? If that’s the case, you must spend time with her if she is the one.”

      “That isn’t it.” He thrust his fingers through is hair. “This is quite embarrassing, but….”

      “What is it?” Holly asked in alarm. Surely, the lady couldn’t be so dreadful. Redgrave just needed to give himself a chance to come to know her so that he could fall in love.

      “The first time, it was after we returned from the Gypsy camp.” Redgrave shook his head. “It came alive in the billiards room.”

      “Billiards room?” Holly frowned. “I don’t recall a miss being present.

      “That is exactly the problem. There were only gentlemen.”

      “Oh, dear. That is a concern.” If the mistletoe was broken, was the talisman Ethan carried faulty as well? “Who was near the second time?”

      “Only gentleman, again.”

      This was not good. Not good at all. If there really was no magic, then Ethan had been left unprotected these past few days and anything could have happened to him.

      “Yes, we must return to the Gypsy. Not only is your future at stake, but Westbury’s as well.”

      However, if it was broken, then perhaps…No, she shouldn’t get her hopes up. But, oh, if only Redgrave was to be hers, Holly would be quite happy indeed.
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* * *

      Anthony knew the risks of telling Miss Prescott the truth, but she’d not consider his courtship if she thought he was meant for another. Of course, now her most pressing concern was whether Westbury was protected. All Anthony could hope for was that Madam Boswell had a reasonable explanation so that Miss Prescott would put concern over her guardian aside and allow Anthony to court her.

      Madam Boswell smiled when first she saw them from afar, but her smile faltered as they drew nearer.

      “What is wrong?” She looked between the two of them.

      “The mistletoe.” Anthony drew the dead plant form his pocket. “It’s broken.”

      The old gypsy tisked. “Just because it hasn’t ripened does not mean that it’s faulty.”

      “That isn’t the issue,” Anthony argued. “It ripened. Quite well indeed. Enough that I could have squeezed the juice from every single berry.”

      “Then I don’t understand.” The Gypsy’s frown deepened.

      “It only ripened around gentlemen,” Anthony bit out.

      “Well, of course it did.”

      Miss Prescott gasped and Anthony took a step back. Surely the Gypsy wasn’t suggesting…he couldn’t even finish the thought.

      “There is really no need to be alarmed, Redgrave. The plant is to come alive when you are on the path to your love.”

      “Gentlemen?” he clarified.

      “Of course. Who else stands in the path between a miss and her future?”

      “A father,” Miss Prescott proclaimed brightly.

      “Or brother,” Madam Boswell offered. “It is any guardian who has say.”

      The relief was so great that Anthony nearly laughed. “Thank you, Madam Boswell. I was afraid that…well…”

      “Yes, I know what you feared and while there are those who love differently than most, it is also against the law,” she offered sadly.

      “Differently than most?” Miss Prescott asked.

      Once again Anthony’s face heated. He was not about to explain that in some instances a gentleman’s love happened to be for another gentleman. It wasn’t discussed, of course, and being an innocent and sheltered miss, the very idea had probably never even occurred to her. “Couples that are frowned upon in society,” is all that he offered.

      “Oh, yes. I witnessed a few of those last Season.”

      Those were ones where a gentleman, or miss, married far beneath them, not what Anthony feared, though he would not correct Miss Prescott.

      “If the mistletoe is working, then I needn’t worry about His Grace’s talisman?” Miss Prescott asked Madam Boswell.

      The gypsy took Miss Prescott’s hand in her arthritic one. “I can assure you that it is working exactly as intended and you need not fear for your guardian.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Now, the two of you must be off.” She started shooing them away. “Today will be quite busy with pleasant and not-so-pleasant visitors, and I must be ready.”

      “Thank you again, Madam Boswell,” Anthony said as he led Miss Prescott away from the camp.

      “A guardian! Why hadn’t I considered that possibility?” Anthony proclaimed with joy.

      “Well, it’s all very clear now.”

      Was there a hint of concern in Miss Prescott’s voice? Anthony looked down at her. “I still don’t know who though.” Then he took her hand. “However, I hope it is who I wish.”

      A blush stained her cheeks as she withdrew her hand from his. “What you need to do is consider the gentlemen you encountered when the plant began to flourish, then think on who their daughters might be, if they have any.”

      “It could be a guardian of a miss who lost her brother.” Anthony didn’t really care who the gentleman was, or the miss for that matter, because he knew in his heart that it was Miss Prescott whom he wanted. He just wasn’t certain she wanted him.

      Miss Prescott gasped and took a step back. “We shared a kiss, Lord Redgrave, but you needn’t concern yourself.”

      “Concern myself?”

      “I’m not going to tell anyone and I’m certain that Oliver will not either, so you needn’t feel that you must court me.”

      “I wish to court you.” He took a step forward and once again took her hand in his. “May I be honest and forthcoming?”

      “Of course.”

      At least she didn’t pull her hand away again.

      “I’ve wished to court you for the past three years, ever since I first saw you.”

      Her blue eyes widened in surprise and Anthony prayed she didn’t reject his suit.

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “I thought you loved Westbury.”

      “You thought I was in love with Ethan?” she asked slowly.

      “I noted your devotion and thought him a fool for not seeing what was before him.”

      “Oh dear.” Miss Prescott brought a hand to her lips. “I love Ethan, of course, but as a brother.”

      “Yes, well, I’ve recently been informed of that fact, which is why I decided to pursue you.”

      “And kiss me.”

      “Yes.” He brought a hand up to caress her silky cheek before kissing her as he had in the blue parlor.

      Miss Prescott opened for him almost immediately and he pulled her close, not giving a care that they were in the middle of the road between Keyvnor and Hollybrook Park.

      A moment later, she pushed him away. “We shouldn’t.”

      “Why not?” Was she going to reject him after all?

      “You need to be certain.”

      “I am,” he assured her.

      “Then I must be certain.”

      He’d court her until she finally agreed, if that was what it took. His heart, mind and gut told him that Miss Prescott was the one, and he didn’t need a dead plant to confirm what he already knew.

      “More than one gentleman was present when the mistletoe reacted. I would ask that you consider each and every one, to make certain you are on the right path.”

      “I am certain,” Anthony argued.

      “In truth, I feel certain as well, but that doesn’t mean we are correct.”

      Some of the worry he’d been carrying let go. “If you are certain, and I am as well, why does it matter?”

      Holly took a step away from him, putting distance between them again. “Two of Ethan’s sisters were just as certain, and one, if not both, are now miserable in their marriages. I would not have the same happen to either of us.”

      “That doesn’t mean we are destined for the same, Holly.”

      She blinked up at him. Anthony wasn’t certain if it was from the intensity of his voice or the fact that he’d called her by her given name. If she was to be his wife, which he knew without a doubt that she would one day be, it was time he ceased referring to her as Miss Prescott.

      “We barely know one another, Anthony.”

      His heart warmed at the sound of his name on her lips. “I trust the magic and if the mistletoe leads you to me, then we have years to know one another better,” he assured her. Many happy years.

      “But, I’d have you test it with each of the gentlemen before we make a mistake. Just because what I feel for you is strong, does not mean it’s right. I’m certain you’ve experienced such attractions before, but those feelings died out.”

      “I’ve never experienced anything as intensely as the first time I saw you. It’s been the same for three years and it will not change. Every young woman I encounter only makes me long for you more.”

      She sighed, looking up at him as tears sparkled in her blue eyes. At least she wanted him as much as he wanted her, but she’d not risk anything without the proof of the magic. If he had to interview every blasted gentleman at Castle Keynor to prove to her that they were meant to be, then he would. “By the end of the day, I assure you, we will have the answer.” He offered his arm. “But we shall have none until we return to Kevynor.”

      With a smile, she slipped her small hand into the crook of his arm, and leaned a bit closer than before. “Just promise me that if it reacts to another, instead of Westbury, that you won’t fight the magic.”

      “I can assure you that it won’t.” And even it if did, which it wouldn’t, Anthony was certain that he’d never tell her.

      Holly stopped and looked up at him, biting her bottom lip.

      “What is it?”

      “Even if it does react around Ethan, that still doesn’t mean it’s because of me.”

      “Of course it does. Who else could it be for?”

      “Lady Ivy.”

      Anthony chuckled. “I can assure you, it is not for his younger sister. Lady Ivy and I would never suit.”

      Holly frowned and narrowed her eyes on him. “And what is wrong with Lady Ivy?”

      Blast, now Holly was becoming defensive for her friend. “Nothing, I assure you,” Anthony quickly explained. “I’ve danced with Lady Ivy on several occasions, but she doesn’t make me feel anything compared to what I experience when you are near.”

      “You are certain?”

      “As certain as anyone can ever be.”

      Oliver Dallimore was storming out of the castle as they drew near. At the sight of them he strode over. “A word, Redgrave.”

      “It is unlike you to be so rude, Oliver,” Holly chastised.

      “I’ve a pressing matter to discuss with Redgrave, in private.”

      What the devil was he about? “I will speak with you later, Miss Prescott,” Anthony said, sending a reassuring wink her way.

      “Only after you’ve seen to your quest.”

      In other words, he was not to return to her until he was certain. Well, at least all of the gentlemen were within the castle, or at least close to it, so this shouldn’t take too long.

      “What is it, Dallimore?” Anthony demanded once Holly was back inside the castle.

      “I’ve decide that I must tell Westbury about you and Holly being alone, in a closed parlor.”

      “Very well, do what you must.” They were to be married anyway, of that Anthony was certain.

      Apparently, that wasn’t the reaction Dallimore was expecting because his eyes widened as his mouth popped open.

      “What, did you think I’d beg you to be silent? I am an honorable gentleman.”

      “Well, um, yes, actually.”

      “Then what, you’d still threaten me?”

      Dallimore cringed. “Actually, I was going to attempt blackmail.”

      This time it was Anthony’s turned to be shocked. “Blackmail, you say? And how much did you expect me to pay for your silence?”

      “Five pounds.”

      Anthony knew Dallimore wasn’t exactly plump in the pockets, but he didn’t think the gentleman so low as to blackmail. And if he was going to stoop to such a level, he should really ask for a lot more than five pounds. “What is really going on?”

      Dallimore paced away from him. “In truth, I owe your brother a debt. A gambling debt that is, from a few months back, and he’s come to collect.”

      As the words sank in, Anthony’s irritation rose. “Michael, my younger brother, is going about collecting on bets at a wedding? Or, is it just you?” Perhaps his brother had only mentioned it in passing and Dallimore panicked because he didn’t have the funds.

      “Oh, it isn’t just me, but others as well. It’s as if he suddenly decided to call in all his vowels.”

      “Yes, well, I will not be blackmailed, so tell Westbury what you’d like. As for my brother, I’ll see to that matter posthaste.” Antony strode for the castle to locate his brother. Of all the idiotic things Michael had done in the past, this was the worst. Not only was it gauche to collect from wedding guests and bring embarrassment to the family, but Michael was keeping Anthony from his own quest as well.
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      “You did what?” Holly demanded. Surely she hadn’t heard Oliver correctly.

      He paced in the blue parlor, pushing his fingers through his hair, more agitated than she’d ever seen him before.

      “You don’t understand. It’s a matter of honor. I must pay what I owe Lord Michael.”

      “So you thought to blackmail Redgrave?” This wasn’t like Oliver at all.

      “I don’t have the funds,” he argued. “I’ll never have the funds.”

      “Then perhaps you shouldn’t have gambled in the first place,” Holly chastised.

      “Don’t you think I know that?” he snapped back. “Lord Michael of all people. I was such a bloody fool, but I was certain my horse would win.”

      “You’ll simply need to ask him to wait until you have the funds.” From what she understood, the debt was months old. What was a few more weeks? “Shouldn’t you be receiving your quarterly soon?”

      “What quarterly?” he snorted. “There is no quarterly.”

      Had Lord Dallimore cut him off? Did Oliver have a gambling problem she was unaware of? Was that why he was searching for the treasure?

      “There hasn’t been one for a year.” He sank down onto the settee. “I had money, which I was very careful in spending, until I bet on a damned horse.” He jerked and looked up at Holly. “My pardon.”

      “I don’t understand, Oliver.” Holly sank down to sit beside him.

      “The family is broke, Holly.”

      Surely he was mistaken. Lord Dallimore had a lovely home in Mayfair, and Frannie was always put to rights and attended all the social gatherings this past season, dressed in some of the most beautiful gowns.

      “Unless we come into wealth somehow, or I marry an heiress, or find a treasure,” he snorted, “Frannie has had her one and only Season because father cannot afford another. We’d hoped that she’d marry, then Father and I would have less concern, but now Frannie will suffer too.”

      Holly’s heart ached for Frances. She well knew what it was like to have nothing, but at least Holly had Westbury, who was quite plump in the pockets and had seen to her care, enough so that she’d enjoyed three Seasons. A debt she could never repay. “I had no idea your situation was so desperate.”

      “It isn’t something one likes announced,” he answered dryly.

      “That is why you were desperate to find the treasure.”

      “It wasn’t for me, and I really was only going to take a small bit.” He glanced up at Holly and she could see the desperation in Oliver’s brown eyes. “Just enough to afford a Season or two for Frannie, so that she can find happiness.”

      “What of you?”

      “I’ve resigned myself to the fact that I’ll have to marry an heiress, if I can find one. With this debt hanging over my head, I’ll need to see to it right away.”

      “If you would have found a treasure?” Holly questioned, wondering what his plans would have been then.

      “I assure you, it would have only been for Frannie. Once she wed, Father could sell the home in Mayfair and we could settle in the country somewhere, where people wouldn’t notice our dire straits. Neither one of us needs much of anything, and I wouldn’t mind any sacrifice if it meant my sister was happy.”

      Her heart ached for her friend. She had no idea matters were so desperate. “There is no hope for a second season?”

      “Not in our current financial situation.”

      “I could provide Frances’ wardrobe.”

      “Gowns aren’t going to make a difference, and I doubt my sister would enjoy wearing cast off clothing from you.”

      “They wouldn’t be cast off.” Holly smiled. “I’ve been designing my own clothing, and that of Lady Ivy, for some time. I make the gowns as well. It would be quite economical, only the cost of the material and I would be happy to do this for her.”

      Oliver stared at Holly. “The modiste, the one everyone asks after, is you? Why, I thought you only sketched out of boredom!”

      “We all have our secrets, Oliver.” Holly grinned. “If you can find a way for Frances to have another season, I will see that she is clothed beautifully.”

      “I thank you for that.” He placed his hand over Holly’s and squeezed. “But right now, I doubt we could afford enough muslin for even one gown.”

      It wasn’t right that they should suffer so. “Has your father spoken with Ethan?”

      Oliver shook his head. “He’s too proud. Besides, how would that look if the uncle went to the nephew for assistance?”

      “Isn’t that what family is for?” She might no longer have her own, but before her brother died, Holly could go to him with any of her troubles.

      “Pride, Holly. When that is all a gentleman has left, he holds tightly onto it.”

      Pride would not feed them in the future, but Holly bit her tongue. Oliver was already quite depressed over their situation.

      “Well, I must go mingle. There are a number of heiresses about and I should see about finding one to fall in love with.”

      “Oh, Oliver,” she nearly cried.

      “Do not fret, Holly. Marriages have been made on less, and I will endeavor to be happy, and make my bride happy, no matter what. Not all of us are meant for love.”

      But we were, she wanted to call after him. But Oliver would only argue with her. Besides, other than providing gowns for Frances, there wasn’t anything else she could do.

      With a sigh, she stood and wandered to the window. Where would they live once they sold their home? Lord Frederick had no property in the country. She could offer her home. She wasn’t living in it and it was quite pleasant. Even after she returned when she reached her majority, Holly wouldn’t mind the company of Lord Frederick, Oliver and Frances. In fact, she’d enjoy having others in her home and that was exactly what she’d do, if it became necessary.

      “Do you trust him?” Sir Gervase asked as he materialized before Holly.

      “Oliver? Of course.”

      “If he had found the treasure, would he have only taken a small part?”

      “I believe so,” Holly mused. “He is not a thief, but I do believe he’d do anything for his sister, even take something that was not his to insure her happiness.”

      “Yet, he gambled with funds he could not afford to lose.”

      Which was not like Oliver at all. He didn’t even darken the doors of the gambling rooms at the balls he attended. “I believe that only proves how desperate he truly was.” Slowly she smiled, liking her idea all the more. “However, I will see that they do have a home, if the need arises.”

      “How?” Sir Gervase asked with a chuckle.

      Of course, he was probably wondering how a mere miss could help anyone.

      “My manor, of course. It’s mine but nobody lives there at the moment. It is quite lovely and looks out over the ocean just outside of Tintagel.” She sighed. “I cannot wait to return.”

      “Tintagel, you say?” he asked with a frown.

      “Yes. It’s very old too. My family has lived on the land since before you were probably even born.”

      “Why doesn’t a father or brother own the manor? Have times changed that women now own property?” It was almost as if he were aghast at the very idea.

      “I am the last of the line,” she explained. “My brother, David, was the last Baron Prescott.”

      Sir Gervase’s pale eyes widened. “You were born of a Prescott?”

      Holly wasn’t certain if he was more alarmed or surprised. “Did you know them, my ancestors, that is, when you were alive?”

      “I knew a Baron Prescott,” the ghost confirmed. “He sheltered a number of Templars at a time of discourse.” He shook his head. “Another Baron Prescott, and his family, helped build St. Catherine’s Church.”

      Holly frowned. “I thought the church was built after your death.”

      “I may be tied to this castle, but I am fully aware of what has become of the church, land, and my fellow Templars. For short periods of time I am allowed to return to them, but I am always pulled back here.”

      “Are they ghosts as well?” How else could Sir Gervase know so much?

      “Only five, and they remain to guard the treasure.”

      “After all this time?” If it hadn’t been found yet, what did they fear?

      “We’re only waiting until it is claimed by someone we deem worthy of it, and will not see it abused.”

      As there was probably nobody worthy of such an honor. Those ghosts could potentially remain there for all of eternity, just as Sir Gervase was stuck here.

      “Once that person is found, all of us will be free to move on.”

      “It’s a shame you must wait so long.”

      “It is our destiny and an honor to serve,” he assured Holly as he disappeared.

      Oh, how she wished he wouldn’t come and go like that.

      With a sigh, Holly left the blue parlor to return to her chambers, her heart heavy with the concerns Oliver carried and her worries that when the mistletoe Anthony carried came to life it wouldn’t be when he was with Ethan.
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* * *

      Anthony stepped inside the castle, determined to find his brother and give him a piece of his mind. However, he didn’t even know where to begin. And why should he bother himself with Michael when a greater quest was at hand.  He fingered the dead mistletoe in his pocket with determination. There was no reason why he couldn’t do both. With that, he strode to the library for a parchment and quill and began listing the gentlemen who were present when the mistletoe came alive, but only the names who had a daughter, sister or ward. Thankfully the Duke of Westbury was at the top of the list as he’d been present both times, as had the remaining four: the Earl of Banfield, Earl of Somerton, Lord Frederick Dallimore and Viscount Blackwater. Surely he’d be able to locate each of the gentlemen as he sought out Michael.

      Once Holly saw the list and he assured her that he’d spoke to each gentleman and that the mistletoe only reacted to Westbury, she’d no longer fight what Anthony already trusted to be true.

      Except, the quest turned out to be more difficult than he’d imagined. Not only were there more rooms, corridors and stairs in Castle Keyvnor than there should be anywhere, he’d only located Blackwater, Somerton and Dallimore. Thankfully, the mistletoe remained quite dead. However, no one knew the location of Blackwater or Westbury, much to Anthony’s frustration, nor was his brother anywhere to be found.

      With irritation, he strode from the castle to return to Hollybrook. If Michael wasn’t there, Anthony would find him and insist that he desist in collecting debts. Then, he’d return to the castle at supper time, when he was certain to locate Blackwater, and more importantly, Westbury.

      Anthony heard Michael’s voice as he approached the drawing room, and Anthony’s irritation at his brother rose. There he was, relaxed without a care in the world, sitting on the settee with that obnoxious dog, now wearing a red bow, sitting beside him.

      “You shouldn’t let them do this to you, Oscar,” Michael spoke to the dog. “You’ve got to have some dignity, boy.”

      His brother had the audacity to lecture a poodle on dignity? Of all the…Anthony leaned against the doorjamb and pinned Michael with a cold stare. “Interesting advice coming from you.”

      “Just what is that supposed to mean?”

      Anthony shrugged nonchalantly, in contrast to the anger he was experiencing inside. “I do hope I heard incorrectly. Tell me you’re not really calling in all of the debts owed you. At a wedding, of all places.”

      Their mother gasped, as Anthony expected. She and Father would deal with Michael, hopefully.

      “What I do and with whom is no concern of yours,” Michael argued.

      “Michael!” Their mother grasped his hand. “You haven’t done such a thing, have you? What will people think?”

      Michael looked down at a little tin he was holding. “Fellows do owe me money. And it is entirely my right to collect what is owed me.”

      “But at a wedding…”

      Michael pulled his hand away from Mother’s. “It’s as good a time as any. And so many are here. I hardly see the harm.” Then he practically pushed the dog from his lap as he came to his feet. “I’d best be getting back to Keyvnor. I’ll need to have my things sent on to the Gypsy wagon before it gets dark.”

      Michael was staying at the castle, or Anthony had thought. What was this about a wagon?

      However, since his brother was at Keyvnor, Michael may be able to gain a bit of pertinent information. “Have you ever had any dealings with Westbury?” he asked just as Michael approached.

      Michael narrowed his eyes on Anthony. “No. He reminds me too much of you.”
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      The moment Holly stepped into the Great Hall, her mood brightened. How could one not feel festive in an ancient gathering room adorned with greenery and bright ribbons of red and white? Oh, she loved weddings. Even those where she wasn’t necessarily friends with bride or groom, such as the weddings to take place today. She’d not met any of the parties until they arrived at the castle, but the couples were very much in love, so how could she not be happy for them.

      After taking a seat beside Ethan, with Ivy on his other side, Holly scanned the guests in hopes of locating Anthony. Surely he’d been invited.

      Then she saw him, sitting with whom she assumed were his parents, the Marquess and Marchioness of Halesworth. Beside them was their daughter, whom Holly recognized from previous Seasons, and the gentleman beside her must be Lady Charlotte’s husband, Viscount Lynwood.

      Oh, she wished Anthony would look in her direction, but he sat facing forward, almost as if he didn’t wish to look at anyone. Was he afraid to see her? Had he discovered who the mistletoe was meant for and it wasn’t her?

      “Ethan,” Holly leaned toward her guardian and whispered. “Have you spoken with Redgrave recently?”

      Westbury frowned, as if in thought. “Not in a day or so.”

      Holly glanced at Anthony again. Had he found the right guardian and there was no need to speak with Ethan?

      “However, he did send a note asking for a moment of my time between the wedding breakfast and the ball this evening.” Ethan looked down at her. “Do you happen to know why?”

      Thankfully Holly was spared from answering when Ivy shifted uncomfortably.

      Ethan turned to his younger sister. “Are you all right?”

      Ivy offered a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Of course, I adore weddings, don’t you?”

      Was something wrong with Ivy? Holly had been so caught up with her concerns, first for Ethan and then about what the mistletoe may reveal to Redgrave, that she’d not spent much time with Ivy.

      Ethan frowned. “You don’t seem like yourself.”

      “While you, of course, seem exactly as you always do.”

      Oh, why couldn’t those two just get along? Ivy should appreciate Ethan and be glad she still had him because Holly would do anything to have her brother still with her.

      Ethan blew out a breath and turned his attention to the reverend, as did Holly, and she intentionally kept her eyes from straying to where Anthony sat with his family. She’d know soon enough what her future held. Except, when she should have been more attentive to the sermon and vows, Holly worried more about mistletoe and berries.

      At the conclusion of the ceremony, Holly stood and took Oliver’s offered arm and allowed him to lead her through the throng of guests, all the while keeping an eye on Anthony. Unfortunately, another Beck reached Ethan before Anthony did, not that Lord Redgrave even looked in Ethan’s direction. Instead, he was making his way toward Lord Banfield.

      A knot formed in the pit of Holly’s stomach. Banfield still had two more daughters to marry off. Was one of them meant for Anthony?

      “Well, there is an interesting development,” Oliver muttered.

      “What?” Holly turned in the direction of Oliver’s gaze. Lord Michael had his lips pressed against Ivy’s hand.

      “I do hope the chap doesn’t have his heart set on Ivy.”

      Holly had to agree. Though attractive, Lord Michael was a third son, and not even close to ever inheriting a dukedom, which happened to be Ivy’s number one requirement in a husband.

      “Did you happen to speak with Lord Michael?” Holly asked.

      “Humiliating as it was, he understood and granted me more time.”

      “I’m sorry, Oliver.” No gentleman wants to confess that he cannot pay a debt. “Were you forced to tell him everything?”

      “Yes,” Oliver grumbled. “Lord Michael was not without sympathy, and I am grateful for his understanding.” Then Oliver leaned in. “I just pray he keeps my confidence to himself.”

      “I’m certain he will,” she assured Oliver as Anthony reached Lord Banfield. Unable to watch the exchange, she turned to Oliver. “Let’s congratulate the happy couples, shall we?”
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* * *

      If Charlotte and Mother hadn’t kept him at Hollybrook Park the remainder of yesterday and last evening, Anthony would not need to approach Banfield immediately following the marriage of two of his daughters.

      He clutched the dead plant in his left hand as he approached the Earl because he didn’t have a convenient pocket in which to conceal it. “Congratulations on the marriages of your daughters,” Anthony said as he held out his right hand.

      Banfield grasped it and shook. “Thank you, Redgrave, and so good of you and your family to come.”

      Nothing was happening. Nothing at all. “It was our pleasure,” he offered and, with a lightness in his heart, moved on. Once he stepped away, Anthony looked down at his hand to the very dead plant. It was the absolutely best thing he’d ever seen. With that, he went in search of Holly, who he spotted standing on the far side of the Great Hall with Oliver Dallimore.

      Why was the bloke always around? Anthony nearly growled as predatory instincts settled in. Holly was his and he’d not let anyone else stand in the way. The chap had tried to blackmail him!

      Before Anthony could reach Holly’s side and tell her the news, she was also joined by Somerton. Another irritated growl threatened to escape. Somerton may be his closest friend, but Anthony wouldn’t even allow him to stand in his way. Besides, why the sudden interest when there’d been none before?

      Well, Somerton could just find someone else to be interested in, since there couldn’t be anything serious behind the earl’s attention.

      As he approached, Holly’s smile brightened, but there was still a strain in her eyes.

      Anthony greeted Somerton and Dallimore then held out his arm to Holly. “Could we stroll in the gardens?”

      “Of course, Lord Redgrave.”

      After she excused herself, Anthony led her outside so that they could speak privately. “I will have you know that I made a list of all the gentlemen who were present when the mistletoe came to life, but left off anyone who wasn’t responsible for a miss.”

      Holly drew in a breath as if she were preparing herself for the worst.

      “The only gentleman left to speak with is your guardian.”

      “The others?”

      “The plant remained quite dead. I received my final confirmation when I just spoke with Banfield.”

      “Not final,” she argued. “You still must speak with Ethan.”

      “Which I will do as soon as we return inside.”

      “Then we should go,” she prompted. At least she was as anxious as he.

      “Holly, I know this is sudden, but I don’t wish for a long betrothal.”

      She blinked up at him.

      “In truth, I’ve been falling in love with you for three years. Ever since we shared our first dance, and so many other moments since then, but I held back because I believed your heart belonged to another.”

      “There’s never been another,” she insisted. “I thought you were just being kind. Though my brother and father were barons, I have little, and am simply the ward of a duke.”

      Anthony nearly laughed. “I don’t care what you have or don’t have, or your connections, or any of that rot.” He pulled her closed. “It is you. Simply you. That is all that I’ve craved.”
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      Holly’s stomach flipped and heat pooled in her nether regions at his touch, the passion of his voice and intensity of his eyes.

      “Do you think that one day you might love me as well?”

      An unintended chuckle escaped her. “I believe I’ve been falling in love with you all along as well.”

      His hands settled on her waist, nearly burning her skin through her gown as he bent and placed his lips against hers. Without hesitation, Holly wrapped her arms about his shoulders as he drew her close, until there was nothing between their bodies but the clothing they wore.

      It didn’t matter that it was a cool morning, for she was very warm in his arms.

      Anthony angled his head and her lips parted for him as he deepened the kiss. She could go on like this forever, but then he pulled back. “Forget a short betrothal, I’ll see to a Special License immediately.”

      “Perhaps you should seek Ethan’s permission first.”

      “Ah yes, His Grace. I do hope he doesn’t object, but if he does we’ll just head off to Scotland.”

      Holly laughed at his perseverance. “I think I might like that.”

      “Perhaps we shall forgo the ceremony in exchange for the anvil, though my mother would be quite displeased.”

      “You shouldn’t disappoint your mother.” Holly certainly didn’t want to begin a marriage with her in-laws unhappy with her.

      Anthony looked down at her, love and desire in his eyes. “All my life I’ve done what was expected of me. Never once have I behaved recklessly, done anything of which my parents might not approve.”

      “And you mean to begin now?” she teased.

      “I very much intend to begin now.” He lifted her then turned, swinging her about. “We’ll remain here only long enough to celebrate Christmas, but on the twenty-sixth we are taking my carriage to Gretna Green.”

      Holly couldn’t believe he was serious.

      “Unless, of course, you’ve had your heart set on a wedding at Saint George’s.”

      “I’ve never dreamed of a wedding, in truth, and would be quite happy with a blacksmith.”

      “Then let’s inform His Grace, and then my parents, and then we can begin looking to the future.”

      Holly bit her lip as Anthony settled her on the ground once more and grasped her hand.

      “What of the mistletoe?” If it didn’t come to life around Ethan, then should they truly marry?

      “I don’t care if it remains dead for the rest of our lives.”

      “The Gypsy?”

      “Can go rot,” he said as he pulled her toward the castle.

      As much as Holly wished to be Anthony’s bride, she feared it was not to be. She couldn’t let her heart truly go until she was certain or she might not survive if she was not meant for him.

      Anthony stopped when she didn’t follow, turned toward her and placed a finger beneath her chin. “I can assure you that the mistletoe will bloom when we are near Westbury.”

      “Oh, Anthony, I hope you are correct. With all my heart, I hope you are.”

      With a smile, he tugged on her hand and the two hurried toward the castle to find Ethan. What greeted them, however, changed everything.

      “Lady Ivy has fallen down the stairs. His Grace is with her now,” Oliver informed them.

      Holly looked up at Anthony.

      “Go. We can wait.”

      “Thank you.”

      Holly squeezed his hand before she pulled away, praying that Ivy hadn’t been too terribly injured.
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* * *

      “You have the finest brandy in all of England, Lynwood.” Anthony toasted his brother-in-law before he took another drink of the rich, smooth liqueur. It may be the best, smuggled most likely, but it did little to calm his nerves at the moment.

      “Why the pacing?” St. Giles asked from his seat. The three of them were waiting for Charlotte and Lady St. Giles to come downstairs so that they could travel to Keyvnor for the Yule Ball.

      He wasn’t ready to tell either of them of his plans to marry Holly Prescott, and wouldn’t until he obtained Westbury’s permission. “On edge, I suppose.”

      “Does the castle scare you so much?” St. Giles asked with a laugh.

      The castle. Oh, yes, the hauntings. “No, except some of the rooms were as cold as mountain snow. I do hope Michael had plenty of blankets on his bed.” Then he chuckled. “Or found a lady to help keep him warm.” Which would certainly be his brother’s preference.

      Lynwood and St. Giles shared a look.

      “What?”

      “They didn’t have a spot for him at Keyvnor.”

      Surely they jested. “The place is huge, they couldn’t find one chamber?”

      “That is why he slept in a vardo last night,” Lynwood offered.

      His jaw dropped, Anthony could feel it, but couldn’t control his reaction. “I thought he was joking.”

      “No. From what I gather, Michael has slept in a different place each night since he arrived.”

      Anthony didn’t know why, but he was angry that Michael hadn’t told him. What would he be reduced to next, the stables? “I wonder what else my brother has seen fit to hide from me.”

      Again, his brother-in-law and St. Giles shared a look.

      “What?” Anthony yelled.

      “You tell him. You’re his relation now,” St. Giles said to Lynwood.

      “Michael is buying a copper mine.”

      “An investment?” Good for Michael. “Well, he has enough gambling winnings, especially since he’s been hounding the wedding guests to pay up, but I’m glad he’s doing something responsible with his funds for a change.”

      “It isn’t just an investment. He plans on…running the mine,” St. Giles explained.

      Running the mine? “As in managing it? Michael is going into trade?” Trade and Michael were words he never thought he’d use in the same sentence.

      “And that is the very reason why he hasn’t mentioned it to you,” St. Giles smirked. “He knew you’d disapprove.”

      “Disapprove? Hardly. Shocked? Most certainly.” His brother really thought he’d disapprove? Did Michael think so little of him?

      Did his brother even talk to him anymore?

      Anthony sank down in a chair. He’d been an arse to Michael, but Michael wasn’t exactly pleasant toward Anthony either.

      Michael had looked like hell today when he had finally arrived for the wedding, but Anthony’s mind had been too filled with crossing Banfield off the list so that he could approach Westbury.

      Had Michael really slept in the Gypsy wagon last night? Anthony assumed by his comment yesterday that it was more in the way of seeking sympathy than actual reality. Of course, that didn’t explain why he looked unrested. Entire families slept in vardos so they couldn’t be that uncomfortable.

      Guilt ate at his conscience. Had Michael truly been reduced to sleeping with the Gypsies, all because Anthony wouldn’t share his chamber? Yes, the bed was too small for the two of them, but that didn’t mean something couldn’t have been worked out.

      When had everything changed? They used to be friends. He loved Michael, but sometimes it was as if they were from two different worlds, and it didn’t sit well with him one bit. Anthony drained the brandy from his glass and stood. “I’ll see you at the castle. There is something I must do.” If all went well, before the night was out, Anthony planned on not only being betrothed to Holly, but he would have his brother back as well.

      Anthony encountered Michael in the corridor just outside of the billiards room. “It’s true, you really did sleep in a Gypsy wagon?”

      “Why do you care where I slept?”

      “I hadn’t realized all the chambers were taken here at the castle.”

      Michael blew out an irritated breath. “Well, the situation has been rectified, and I’m headed to my new chambers now. So if you don’t mind, I’d like to get settled.”

      “A moment, please.”

      His brother narrowed his eyes on Anthony. “What is it you don’t approve of this time, Lord Redgrave?”

      Anthony winced. He had been horrible to his brother. They were no longer children and he shouldn’t treat Michael as such. “There’s nothing I approve of or don’t approve of. I simply wish to apologize and inquire about a few rumors.”

      Michael’s jaw hardened. “Are you going to pester me if I say no?”

      Anthony smiled. “I wouldn’t call it pestering. I’ll simply follow you around until you grant me an audience.”

      “Follow me then,” Michael grumbled as he headed toward a flight of stairs. Anthony followed him up the steps and through various corridors until he entered a vacant bedchamber.

      “Why did you sleep in a wagon if you had a room?”

      “It wasn’t available until now. Someone who cares for me more than you gave up her lodgings to share with her cousin so that I wouldn’t have to sleep in the elements any longer.”

      “Elements?” Michael was also so damned theatrical at times, and it was all Anthony could do not to march from the chambers, but he was here to make amends.

      “Yes, the wagon Lynwood offered me had holes in the roof. Perhaps you didn’t realize it, Anthony, but it rained all night.”

      That had to have been awful. Guilt ate at Anthony again. “I am sorry.”

      “So you say.” His brother folded his arms across his chest “What is it that you really want, Anthony?”

      “I honestly did not know there was no place for you at Keyvnor. Had I realized, we could have managed in the chamber at Hollybrook Park.”

      Michael eyed him disbelievingly.

      “Honestly, had I known, I would not have left you in the cold, or the elements, as you say. You are my brother.”

      “I’m surprised it matters to you one way or the other.”

      “That failing is on me.” How had the distance developed between them? At one time they were close, but as they grew, and with the four years difference in their age, they’d drifted apart. Yet, just a few months ago, when their sister was in danger, the two of them had worked together because she was family. The two of them were family. “Is it true?”

      “Is what true?” Michael demanded defensively.

      “That you’re going into trade? That you’re buying a copper mine?”

      Michael blew out a surprised breath. “I guess you’d learn sooner or later.” Then he held out his hands. “Go on. Tell me what an embarrassment I’ll be to the family.”

      Anthony studied him. Did Michael really think so poorly of him? “Actually, I find it admirable.”

      Michael narrowed his eyes on Anthony once more as if he didn’t believe him, and Anthony couldn’t really blame him. “You and I are different.”

      At that, Michael snorted.

      “All because of a matter of birth. In truth, I’ve always been a bit jealous of you.”

      “Me?” Michael asked incredulously. “You’re the bloody heir.”

      “Exactly. My life is set. From before I can remember, I’ve been preparing for the day our father dies. The responsibility has been drummed into me over and over. I’ve not had the freedom you’ve enjoyed.”

      “You have all the control.”

      “Some,” Anthony admitted. “But, you can do and be what you please, with very little consequence. I have been angry over what I saw as foolish behavior, and your love and talent for gambling, but in truth, I do envy you because I’ve never had a choice to do or be what I want.”

      Michael shook his head slightly. “And if I had your life, I wouldn’t be scrambling around trying to make sense of mine.”

      “I think you’re on the right path, and I’m proud that you’ve decided to make your own way and risk something more than a few pounds on a game of cards or a horse race. The Navy needs copper and you’re wise enough to grasp at and take advantage of an opportunity that not only will serve England, but could in the end make you a wealthy man.”

      “You really have no objection to me going into trade?”

      “None at all,” Anthony assured him. “That is why you have been collecting your winnings, isn’t it?”

      “I needed the first payment.”

      “Why didn’t you come to me?”

      “Honestly, I assumed you’d reject me, and I need to do this on my own.”

      Anthony nodded. So it was a matter of pride. “Do you have all you need?”

      Michael shook his head. “But I will just as soon as Markham pays up. If he doesn’t make good, I’m still waiting on more fellows to settle up. Dallimore for one.”

      Anthony chuckled and shook his head.

      “Did I say something amusing?”

      “Dallimore is the one who told me you were collecting your debts, after he tried to blackmail me for five pounds.”

      Michael’s eyes widened. “Blackmail you for what? You’ve never stepped out of line in your life.”

      Anthony quickly explained about being alone with Holly.

      Michael’s brow lifted. “And here I thought you were supposed to be the respectable one.”

      “I am,” Anthony ground out. “Besides, I plan on marrying her and if Dallimore would have spoken to Westbury, it would have only hastened what I want anyway.” He pulled a purse from the inside of his pocket.

      “What’s that?”

      “Dallimore’s five.” He handed the notes over. “You’ll not get it from him for a very long time, if ever, nor can he afford to part with even a quid at the moment.”

      Michael nodded, but did not take the money.

      “Take it.”

      “I don’t want help from you.”

      “It’s Dallimore’s five, and I want to help. I believe in what you’re doing.”

      Michael stared at the money. “Will you hold this over me?”

      Anthony waited for his brother to look him in the eye. “Never.”

      At first, Anthony thought his brother would take the offering, but then Michael shook his head quite firmly. “I’d much rather have your respect than your blunt.”

      “You can have both.”

      Michael smiled as he shook his head once more. “If I run into any snags with the Admiralty, will you lend me your influence?”

      “Gladly.”

      “Thank you.”

      “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask,” Anthony assured him. “I don’t want you to fail in this venture any more than you want to fail yourself.”

      Michael simply nodded, but Anthony knew that his brother would never ask him for anything, which only made the respect he had for Michael even greater.

      “I assume you’ve not mentioned this to our parents?”

      “Putting it off as long as possible.”

      “When you do, I’d be happy to be there if you’d like.”

      “You want to catch Mother before she faints?”

      Anthony laughed at the truth of that. “She just might, but I’m happy to show them that you’ve got my full support.”

      Again, Michael said nothing, but words weren’t needed.

      “Well, I must go. Hopefully, Westbury will be free to speak with me.” Anthony started for the threshold.

      “He may be in a bit of a temper,” Michael said.

      That was hardly helpful. “A temper?”

      “Someone, it seems, pushed his sister down a flight of stairs earlier today.”

      “A ghost?” They were at Keyvnor and Anthony couldn’t imagine a living, breathing wedding guest doing such a thing.

      “No idea who, but Westbury is as anxious as you might expect.”

      Well, that was good information to have. “Thank you for the warning.” Anthony stopped at the door. “I’ll see you at the ball.”

      But his brother shook his head. “I’ll be somewhere else this evening.”

      It wasn’t like Michael to miss out on an opportunity to dance and flirt, but really, how well did he know his brother, and how much had he erroneously assumed over the years? “Well, have a good night, then.”

      “You too, Anthony.”
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      Holly glanced in the mirror one last time, drew a deep breath then blew it out. Tonight she would learn the truth. Anthony might not care whether the mistletoe responded or not, but she did. In her heart of hearts she was certain, but one could not argue with magic. If the mistletoe remained dead then their future would fail and she’d be just as miserable as Ivy’s older sisters. Holly would rather be alone than come to hate Anthony.

      Poor Ivy. Who would push her down the stairs? It nearly broke Holly’s heart when she stopped in to check on her friend and viewed the painful injuries. She’d offered to sit with her during the ball so that Ivy wouldn’t be alone, but she wouldn’t allow it.

      Hopefully Ethan had calmed some, because Holly need him in better humor when he spoke with Anthony.

      Her stomach flipped knowing that she’d see Anthony shortly, then tightened with fear of what would happen. It wasn’t Ethan who worried her, but the dead plant.

      After one last deep breath, Holly exited her chamber and made her way to the ballroom. Oliver greeted her upon her entrance and she was grateful to have her friend by her side.

      “You’re shaking.”

      “Am I?” she nervously chuckled.

      “Yes. Is it Ivy?”

      “No, she will recover, though I still wish I knew who wished to do her harm.”

      “At least you aren’t blaming a ghost,” he snorted.

      Holly shot him a look. He’d never believe in their existence no matter what she said.

      “Come, come, no scolding me tonight. Let’s enjoy ourselves,” Oliver insisted.

      Holly glanced around, but she couldn’t find Anthony in the crowd. Had he not arrived yet? His family was here, except for his brother, but she’d rarely seen the two in each other’s company.

      Ethan wasn’t present yet either. Her heart began to pound a fierce tattoo. Were they meeting now? What of the mistletoe? Oh, she wished she knew where they were and if they were together.

      “What is the matter with you?” Oliver asked.

      She glanced around and then pulled him away from the others so as not to be overheard. “I believe Redgrave is going to ask Ethan for my hand.”

      At first Oliver only stared at her and then he slowly smiled. “Is this what you want?”

      “Yes,” she nearly cried. “More than anything.”

      “As I can’t imagine my cousin rejecting the viscount’s suit, allow me to be the first to congratulate you.”

      Oh, if only it were that simple, but if she mentioned the mistletoe to Oliver, he might very well call her a fool.

      “Redgrave has arrived.” He nodded to the entryway where Anthony stood, glancing over the crowd. Heat settled in her belly when his eyes met hers and then he smiled before making his way toward her.

      “Now, to find my cousin and all will be set,” Oliver murmured.

      “Oh, where is he?” She studied the guests again. “He didn’t change his mind and remain with Ivy, did he?”

      “Look to the entrance again, Holly.”

      There he was, but Anthony noticed him first.

      Her stomach tightened as Anthony approached Ethan. The two shook hands and then he glanced at her, the side of his mouth tilted in a smile and love in his eyes. Holly hadn’t even realized she was crossing to them until she was by their side.

      “I told you it was meant to be.” With that he opened his hand and the once-dead plant had blossomed to green, healthy leaves, and plump, ripe berries. Her heart lodged in her throat as she looked up at Anthony, unable to keep from smiling. Everything she wanted would be hers.

      “Why the blazes are you carrying mistletoe, Redgrave.”

      “For this, Your Grace.” Then he held it above Holly and leaned in to kiss her. She nearly melted on the spot and grasped his arm to keep upright. Everyone around her faded into the background until it was only Anthony that she was with.

      “Excuse me.” Ethan cleared his throat and Anthony slowly pulled away from Holly.

      “Yes, Your Grace?” Anthony asked while still staring into Holly’s eyes.

      “Is there a matter that you’d like to discuss with me?”

      At Ethan’s stern and warning tone, Holly bit her bottom lip and glanced away as heat infused her cheeks.

      “I’d like permission to marry your ward,” Anthony announced. Most gentlemen would keep the conversation private, but anyone within earshot, and those beyond, must have heard him by the murmurs that surrounded them

      Ethan looked to Holly. “Is this your wish as well?” he asked kindly.

      “Yes, Ethan.”

      “Then how could I possibly object. As long as you are happy, Holly, so shall I be for you.”

      “Thank you, Ethan.”

      Then her guardian turned to Anthony. “Shall we meet, say, the day after tomorrow to discuss details, since tomorrow is Christmas and not a day for settlements.”

      “With all due respect, Your Grace, Holly and I will be traveling to Gretna the day after Christmas.”

      Ethan’s features turned to stone. “Is there a reason for such a rush,” he demanded in a hushed tone.

      “No,” Anthony and Holly blurted out in unison.

      “We simply don’t wish to wait,” Anthony assured Ethan as he took Holly’s hand. “You see, we’ve waited nearly three years and don’t wish to wait any longer.”

      “Three years?” Ethan asked in disbelief. “Why so long.”

      Anthony laughed. “A mere misunderstanding, and a story suited for a more convenient time.”

      Ethan frowned at Anthony in confusion, but then changed his focus to Holly. “Are you certain? Your brother would have wanted you to find happiness and have a grand wedding.”

      Tears misted her eyes at the thought of David. He would have approved of Anthony. Until his death, David had done everything he could to see to her happiness and be both mother and father to her when he could. If he hadn’t cared so much, he wouldn’t have insured that she’d have Westbury as a guardian. Only David could have cared for her all these years better than Ethan.

      “A wedding is not important.” She looked up at Anthony, her heart overflowing with the love for Anthony that she’d tried to keep locked away.

      “Then you shall have your wish.”
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* * *

      “Gretna?” his mother cried. “Oh do be reasonable. You are a Viscount, heir to the marquisate. You should be married in a church. Why the hurry? Spring is but a few months away and you could be married in St. George’s.”

      Anthony had already anticipated her reaction and was ready to stand firm. For once in his blessed life he was going to do what he wanted, exactly the way he wanted it done.

      Holly stiffened and Anthony placed a hand at the small of her back. They’d not be bullied into waiting even a few months. “We’ve already decided upon Gretna and His Grace has given his blessing.”

      His mother brought a hand to her chest and sank down into the settee in a back parlor. Perhaps he shouldn’t have pulled his parents from the Yule Ball to deliver the news, but enough guests had already overheard Anthony’s discussion with Westbury, and he didn’t wish for his parents to learn before he had a chance to speak with them.

      “If Westbury has no objection to an anvil wedding, then neither do I.” His father shrugged.

      “Will none of my children have a London wedding?” his mother whined. “My only daughter was married by a gypsy, Harry was married in a small church in Cornwall, and now you are running off to Gretna.”

      Anthony grinned at her. “Have faith mother, Michael hasn’t married yet. Maybe he’ll provide the wedding of your dreams.” Except, Anthony didn’t see that happening for some time. His brother wouldn’t have time to court anyone, let alone marry, while he was learning to manage a copper mine. Not that he’d mention that particular topic to his parents. “And there’s always William, though that wedding is at least ten years away.”

      His mother sighed heavily. “Michael is the one I expected to marry in Gretna, not you.”

      “Well, perhaps he will surprise you one day.”

      “Shall we expect you at Halesworth Hall after the beginning of the year?”

      Anthony looked down at his future bride and smiled. “No, Father.”

      “What?” his mother cried again.

      Why hadn’t he ever noticed that she had a flair for drama? Probably because he’d never stepped out of line before. “Holly is in possession of a manor outside of Tintagel. We plan on retiring there for the remainder of winter.”

      “The Season?” his mother asked with worry.

      “I assure you. We will be in London in the Spring.” Besides, his wife had dresses to design and sew, something he had learned recently that she had a passion for. While some may frown upon it, Anthony would never dream of denying her something that brought her such happiness. Of course, he wouldn’t mention as such to his mother as she might very well have an apoplexy. Instead, he’d leave that to Michael, when he finally told their parents that he was going in to trade.

      “I wish you well, Son,” his father said. “Welcome to the family, Miss Prescott. May the two of you share as much happiness as Gwendolyn and I have.”

      “Thank you, Lord Halesworth,” Holly murmured.

      “Now, come along Gwen, and let’s enjoy the rest of the ball.”

      His mother pushed herself up from the settee. “I wish you happy, Anthony.” Then she turned to embrace Holly. “You as well Miss Prescott. All I ask is that you love my son.”

      “I do, Lady Halsworth. With all of my heart, I do.”

      Anthony pulled Holly close once his parents had quit the room. “Is it true?”

      She tilted her head to look up at him. “Is what true?”

      “That you love me with all of your heart.”

      “I’ve already told you so,” she insisted.

      “No, you haven’t, actually,” he laughed. “You only admitted to falling in love over the past three years.”

      “Isn’t that the same?”

      “Almost. So, is it true?”

      “I wouldn’t be marrying you if I wasn’t.”

      “What of the mistletoe?” he questioned.

      “It has no power over my heart, Anthony.”

      “Nor does it mine.” He pulled her tightly against him. “So, is it true?”

      “Of course it’s true.” Then she smiled brightly. “I do love you, Viscount Redgrave, with all of my heart.”

      “And I, Miss Prescott, love you with my entire being, regardless of the mistletoe.” With that, he withdrew it from his pocket and once again held it over her head. “I might just keep this with me always.”

      “You don’t need mistletoe to kiss me, you know.”

      “No, but you can’t ever reject me if it is there.”

      “As if I would.” Her cheeks began to blossom into a lovely pink as she glanced up. “Shouldn’t you be kissing me now?”

      Anthony laughed before he finally brought his lips to hers. Holly melted against him and Anthony was hard pressed not to sweep her up in his arms and carry her away to Gretna Green at that moment. Two days and then they’d be on their way, and she’d never be parted from him again. For the first time in his life, he was actually looking forward to being confined to a carriage as he traveled across England. With Holly snuggled at his side, Anthony couldn’t imagine a better way to travel.
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