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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      
        Autumn, 1811

      

      “They say Castle Keyvnor is haunted.”

      “Don’t be silly. There’s no such thing as ghosts.” Jane Hawkins considered herself to be a sensible young woman. She didn’t believe in anything of the supernatural variety, and she rather thought the spirits of the dead had better things to do than frighten the living. Her friend, Lady Marjorie, was of another mind and appeared deliciously scared at the idea.

      “I’ve heard that late at night, sometimes you can hear the ghost of Lady Banfield wailing for her lost son,” Marjorie murmured. “What if we see her in the hallway?” She shuddered at the thought. “I cannot imagine anything worse.”

      “We’re going to be fine. I imagine people exaggerate the story because it makes it more interesting.” Despite her attempt to reassure Marjorie, Jane couldn’t help but admit to herself that the castle was not exactly the sort described in fairy stories—no, this was a castle that would terrify small children. Tall and imposing, formed from dark stone, Castle Keyvnor stood upon the edge of the sea cliff with turrets rising against the shadows. The darkening evening skies added to its somber presence.

      “At least you don’t have to live here,” Marjorie muttered. “I, on the other hand, am doomed. Unless I can find a gentleman to marry who will take me away from this horrible place.” She glanced over at her mother and sister, who were sleeping on opposite sides of the coach. “Why did my father have to acquire a castle like this?”

      Lady Marjorie’s father, Allan Hambly, had inherited the earldom of Banfield, which meant he would reside at Castle Keyvnor for some time. Several other families had traveled for the reading of the late Earl of Banfield’s will, and Marjorie had insisted that Jane come with them.

      Her stomach twisted in knots at the thought. She didn’t belong here with all the nobility. She was a vicar’s daughter, and though she and Marjorie had been friends since they were young girls, Jane knew her place.

      “We’re going to find a husband for you, too,” Marjorie insisted. Her friend smiled brightly, but Jane didn’t share her optimism. Yes, a husband would indeed help her circumstances. Her parents were aging, and Jane doubted if there was enough money to support them for very much longer. She had to either marry or find a position as a governess or a companion.

      No one wants to marry a vicar’s daughter, she reminded herself. She had no dowry to speak of and no title. Marjorie meant well, but Jane knew the reality of her situation. At best, she might wed a merchant or a soldier. But her chances of marrying well were not good.

      “I think you have a better chance of finding a husband,” she told Marjorie. “I’m no one. At least you’re an earl’s daughter.”

      “Don’t denigrate yourself,” her friend insisted. “You’re quite beautiful. And if there’s a wealthy titled gentleman, I’m certain he’ll be besotted with you.”

      Jane didn’t argue, though she was a realist by nature. There would be no offers from titled lords—not for someone like her. She understood that, even if Marjorie didn’t.

      The coach slowed as it traveled down the narrow lane leading toward the coast. A light rain spattered against the window of their coach, and Jane pulled her shawl closer in anticipation of the cold. “I’ll be glad to stop traveling,” she told her friend. The wheels had jolted them over every rock and rut in the road until it felt as if her teeth were rattling out of her skull.

      “So will I. Though I imagine my knees will still be shaking.” Marjorie grimaced as she glanced back at her mother and older sister Tamsyn, once again. “I don’t know how they’re sleeping through this.” Her other three sisters had traveled in a second coach with their father. Jane was grateful not to be crammed inside with them, or worse, having to ride with the servants.

      A few minutes later, the coach came to a stop, and a footman opened the door to the coach. At that, Lady Banfield awakened, along with Tamsyn.

      “Heavens, what a terrible journey,” Lady Banfield moaned. “I will be glad to sleep in a bed of my own this night.”

      “So will I.” Tamsyn yawned and stretched. She accepted help from the footman as she disembarked from the coach, followed by her mother and sister. Jane waited to be the last one out of the vehicle, being careful to keep a slight distance from the family.

      It was startling to see so many other coaches also arriving at Castle Keyvnor. Jane counted at least four others, and all around her, servants were busy unloading baggage.

      “You’d best stay with the family, Miss Hawkins,” the footman warned. “With so many people about, it’s safer.”

      She nodded and trailed behind Marjorie and her mother. The afternoon light was waning as evening approached. When Jane took another step closer to them, a violent gust of wind caught at her shawl. She tried to seize the wet wool, but the gust tore it from her fingers and sent it flying toward a group of guests.

      “Oh dear,” she murmured, hurrying after it. It was the only shawl she owned, and in cold weather such as this, she could not afford to lose the garment.

      To her horror, she saw it tumble upon the ground, the wind tossing it until it came to rest at a gentleman’s feet. He was busy speaking with another man, and Jane didn’t dare approach.

      He might move away. If he did, then she could snatch it quickly, and no one need know. But already she could see the Banfield family walking toward the drawbridge over the dry moat. She ought to be with them, but instead, she was chasing after her errant shawl.

      The gentleman’s expression transformed a moment, and then he bent down, picking up the sodden, gray wool. “What have we here?”

      “It looks as if that maid has lost her shawl,” the other man teased.

      I’m not a maid, she wanted to tell them, but didn’t. She didn’t truly belong here and had only come at Marjorie’s insistence.

      But when the first gentleman turned to face her, Jane felt her face grow red. Goodness. This man was surely an angel, fallen from Heaven. Or perhaps a devil. His blond hair was tipped with darker ends, and his green eyes were like Connemara marble. He had a strong jaw that hinted of wickedness, and his mouth was firm and held the hint of a smile. He was exactly the sort of gentleman who might steal a lady into dark corners. And worse, she would enjoy it.

      “Have you lost something?” the man asked, holding out the shawl.

      Jane nodded, unable to speak. The English language had fled her mouth, and if she’d tried to speak a single word, surely she would have failed.

      After a moment, while the man continued to offer the shawl, she realized that she was supposed to actually reach out and take it. Good Lord, she had clearly lost her brain.

      “Th—thank you,” she stammered as she accepted the shawl. “My lord.”

      With a nod to him, she fled back toward Marjorie and the others, hurrying until she reached the drawbridge. Her cheeks were burning with embarrassment. And yet, she wondered if the man was as attractive as she’d imagined.

      She knew she shouldn’t look back, but could not resist the urge. The moment she turned, she saw him staring at her. Not with unkindness or with a harmful intent…but almost as if he found her to be a curiosity. Jane pulled the wet shawl across her shoulders, tightening it as if it were a shield.

      And then he smiled at her, tipping his hat.
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      “She’s not for you.”

      Devon Lancaster, fourth son of the Viscount Newbury, glanced over at his best friend, Jack Hazelwood, Lord St. Giles. “And why not? She’s beautiful.”

      The young lady who had lost her shawl had a heart-shaped face, framed by light brown hair and blue eyes the color of cornflowers. She was painfully shy, but Devon found himself intrigued by her.

      “Because she’s a servant, that’s why.” Jack dismissed her immediately. “She might be fair enough for a tête–à–tête, but she’s not meant for marriage.”

      “Why would you assume that?” He hadn’t seen the young lady carrying any baggage for Lord Banfield or his family. It seemed that she had hurried to catch up to one of the earl’s daughters.

      “Because of her clothing. Now if you’re looking for a rich wife, you should look toward Banfield’s daughters or Beck’s relations. Anyone except Lady Cassandra, that is. Otherwise, I’ll gut you.” Jack offered a friendly smile, but Devon knew better than to even look toward Lady Cassandra Priske. His best friend had invited himself to Castle Keyvnor for the sole purpose of courting the lady—not because he expected to inherit anything from the late earl. He had arrived the day before, along with their mutual friends, Michael Beck, Teddy Lockwood, and Hal Mort.

      As for himself, Devon had come along with his own purpose, which also had nothing to do with the will-reading—he wanted to find a wife. And though he knew what was expected of him—to woo a wealthy, respectable woman—he wouldn’t mind finding someone who captivated him.

      “I wouldn’t dream of even looking in Lady Cassandra’s direction,” Devon said. “But I must admit, finding a wife is a daunting proposition. Marriage is so very…permanent.” His own parents had an arranged union that was civil, but neither of them had felt any sort of affection toward one another. If anything, his mother had held a great deal of animosity toward the viscount, due to his numerous affairs.

      Devon didn’t want that sort of marriage. Perhaps it was a ridiculous idea, but he preferred to have affection toward his wife. He wanted someone who was a friend as well as the future mother of his children. That, at least, would make the marriage bearable. And if she happened to be beautiful with a passionate nature, he wouldn’t mind that, either.

      He joined Jack as they walked back toward the drawbridge. It was early evening, but the sun had not yet descended. “Has Lady Cassandra arrived?”

      His friend shrugged. “Not yet, that I know of.”

      They crossed over the drawbridge, beneath an ancient iron portcullis. The moment he crossed into the outer bailey, Devon felt as if something icy had brushed his shoulder. He glanced at his friend, who didn’t appear to notice anything. Then, the chilly sensation vanished, leaving him to wonder if he’d imagined it.

      Still, he couldn’t help but broach the idea. “What do you know about Castle Keyvnor?” asked. “Do you think it’s true that the place has ghosts?”

      “I doubt it. But Beck did point out a spot where they apparently beheaded a man.” Jack pointed toward a patch of green lawn within the courtyard. “They said he was a traitor to King Henry VIII.” His expression darkened. “Beck thinks this castle is cursed. I simply think it’s old. Everything creaks when it’s seven hundred years old.”

      Devon hung back a moment, motioning for Jack to do the same. The young woman whose shawl he’d rescued was standing a few paces behind the Earl of Banfield. He studied her more closely and realized that Jack was right. Her clothing was very plain—she wore a dark blue serge gown and the gray shawl he’d rescued earlier, along with a gray bonnet. Her light brown hair was bound up away from her face, and her blue eyes were downcast.

      But in spite of her plain attire, he couldn’t quite tear his gaze from her. There was something about her face that drew him in, making him wonder about her secrets.

      What would she look like with her hair down around her shoulders, those blue eyes staring back at him with interest? Her body was thin, but there was no denying the curve of her breasts or the gentle sway of her hips.

      Devon wanted to know her name—needed to know it. No, she likely wasn’t a candidate for marriage. But there was no harm in getting acquainted with the lady and finding out why she was here.

      “Beck invited me to play a game of billiards,” Jack told him. “Do you want to come?”

      Devon shook his head. “I’ve another challenge in mind.” With a nod toward the young lady, he added, “I’ll wish you luck in your game.”

      “One doesn’t need luck when one possesses great skill. You are welcome to join us in a later game, if you enjoy losing.”

      “I might,” Devon agreed.

      Just then, he heard the sound of barking. A small black poodle raced toward the center of the courtyard, snarling at the empty air. The hair on the dog’s spine stood on end, and he growled at the unseen enemy. It was the very spot where Jack claimed the traitor’s beheading had taken place.

      “Are you certain the dog hasn’t seen a ghost?” Devon teased. Though he had never actually witnessed a specter, he hadn’t imagined the icy chill that had passed over him.

      “I doubt it. But dogs do sense things.” At that, the animal lifted his leg and proceeded to relieve himself upon the execution site.

      Devon bit back a grin. “Well, if there was a ghost there, I imagine he is quite put out.”

      “Or marked.” Jack shook his head and started toward the castle keep. “In the meantime, I’ll bid you good hunting with your mysterious servant girl.”

      “She’s not a servant. Her speech is too refined for that.” Her tone and diction were nothing at all like a servant’s. And yet, he hadn’t missed the way the woman held herself back from Lord Banfield’s family. She appeared too young to be a governess, truthfully.

      But he intended to find out exactly who she was.
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      Jane had never felt so overwhelmed in all her life. Castle Keyvnor was the largest estate she had ever seen. After enjoying a cup of tea and a light repast, she had walked behind Lord Banfield and his daughters, staring in bewilderment at all the rooms. The stone walls and Gothic architecture reminded her of a medieval castle, especially with the large tapestries upon the walls.

      “I’ll need a map,” she said to Marjorie. “I’m going to get lost in this place.”

      “So will I,” her friend agreed. “But as long as we get lost with a handsome gentleman to guide us back, it’s all right by me.” Marjorie leaned in closer. “Did you ever find out the name of the man who gave back your shawl?”

      Jane blinked a moment. “I didn’t realize you saw that.”

      “I notice everything.” Marjorie smiled at her. “And once I find out who it is, I will ask Father to introduce you.”

      “Don’t bother. If he possesses a title, he will have no interest in a vicar’s daughter.” She gripped the edges of her gray shawl, well aware of her plain appearance. Every garment she owned was gray, dark blue, or brown, and modest, as befit a clergyman’s daughter.

      “He might,” her friend offered, though Jane didn’t believe it. All of a sudden, a barking noise caught her attention, and she spied a black poodle racing down the hallway.

      “Oscar! Come back!” a young woman called out, hurrying toward the dog. Jane saw the animal bolt around the corner and on impulse, she decided to help.

      “I’ll be back,” she said, as she picked up her skirts and hurried after the dog. She had three dogs of her own at home and had no doubt she could help retrieve the animal.

      “You’ll get lost!” Marjorie warned.

      “Then I will ask for directions and find you again.” Jane smiled and raced around the corner, just in time to see the poodle change directions again. He skidded to a halt in front of a stone staircase, and she slowed her pace. If she ran toward him, he would consider it a game and scamper away once again. Instead, she took slow footsteps.

      “You’re a mischievous fellow,” she remarked to the dog. “Why did you run away?” The dog wagged its tail at her, and she suspected he was only playing.

      “Do you need help, my lady?” came a male voice from behind her.

      Jane turned and saw the very gentleman who had rescued her shawl. Oh dear. Of all the men to find her, why did it have to be the man who tied her tongue into knots?

      “I—yes, I think so. He got away from one of the ladies, and I thought I would try to retrieve him.” She tried to keep her attention squarely upon the poodle, for if she dared to look at the gentleman, she would undoubtedly lose every coherent thought.

      “That’s kind of you.” He drew closer and added, “I suppose I should introduce myself, since there is no one here to do it properly. I am Devon Lancaster.”

      For a second, she’d thought he’d said Devil Lancaster. He did indeed resemble a devilish sort of man, with his dark blond hair and green eyes.

      “And you are Lord of what?” she blurted out without thinking. Heavens, what was wrong with her? She wanted to knock her head against the wall. “I’m sorry. I meant only that—that is, your title—”

      “I don’t have one,” he answered cheerfully. “I’m the fourth son of the Viscount Newbury. I’m nothing but a mister.” He eyed the dog and took another step toward him. “And you are?”

      “Jane Hawkins,” she answered. “Also Lady of nothing. I’m a friend of Lady Marjorie’s.”

      “Any relation to the late earl?” he asked.

      “None at all.” She offered a sheepish smile. “I feel like an imposter, just for being here. Marjorie insisted that I come with her family, but I don’t really belong.”

      Mr. Lancaster leaned in and murmured, “Don’t tell anyone, but I shouldn’t be here either. I’m friends with Lord St. Giles and Lord Michael Beck, and I joined them at their invitation.”

      “Then we’re both imposters.” Jane relaxed somewhat, for it did feel that neither one of them ought to be here. And now that she knew he was not a titled lord, she felt less conspicuous.

      “So we are.” He took another step toward the dog, who was sniffing at the steps and snarling. “I’m going to pick him up on the count of three. I think I can come up behind him before he notices. One…”

      “I don’t think he’s going to let you do that.” Her own dogs would delight in racing away, provoking her to chase after them.

      “Two.” Mr. Lancaster held up his hand in a pause. “Three.” He lunged toward the poodle, who shot across the hallway in a full run.

      “Blast it.” He took off after the dog, and Jane joined him in a run, laughing as she did.

      “I told you he wouldn’t let you seize him.” She gripped her skirts while her shawl slipped down her shoulders. “Dogs love to be chased. Or at least, mine do.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      They continued running down another narrow hallway until the dog scampered halfway to the end.

      “We need to corner him,” Jane said, huffing as she kept up with Mr. Lancaster. “If we can trap him inside one of the rooms, that will do. And then we can find his owner.”

      “Good idea.” He motioned for her to spread out, and they slowed their pace as they reached the end of the hallway.

      “Oscar!” The young woman who owned the dog came running toward them, her dark hair falling loose from its chignon.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll help you catch him,” Mr. Lancaster reassured the woman. “Let’s try to drive him toward an open room, and we can close the door.”

      “How about the room at the end of that hallway,” Jane suggested. “You could run ahead of the dog and cut him off so he can’t go down the other way.”

      “All right. And the two of you try to herd him inside.” Mr. Lancaster moved toward the end of the hallway, racing past Oscar to block his path. As he took a step toward the animal, the poodle scampered in the opposite direction—exactly as they’d hoped.

      “Perfect,” Jane said. “Now let’s guide him toward the doorway.” She joined with the other young woman, and as they moved forward, Jane introduced herself and Mr. Lancaster.

      “I am Lady Cassandra Priske,” the woman answered. “Thank you so much for helping me catch up to Oscar.”

      “You’re welcome.” Jane offered a friendly smile, and when Oscar saw the pair of them approaching, he ran into the room. “Trapped,” she proclaimed in triumph.

      “Bless you both.” Lady Cassandra hurried after him, and Jane blocked the doorway so the poodle could not run away. She thought about joining Lady Cassandra, but stopped herself when she realized there were two gentlemen already inside the billiards room.

      “I think she has control of her dog once more,” Mr. Lancaster said. “You did well, Miss Hawkins.”

      She stepped away from the billiards room, feeling her cheeks warm beneath his praise. “So did you. And now I am hopelessly lost within this castle. I don’t suppose you know the way back to the drawing room?”

      “I do indeed. Will you allow me to escort you there?” He offered his arm. “And if we find any escaped animals along the way, I am certain we will manage well enough.”

      His charming smile slipped past her defenses, making her all too aware of his masculinity. She rested her hand upon the crook of his arm, feeling her heartbeat stammer within her chest.

      This isn’t real, she reminded herself. He’s only being a gentleman.

      And yet, she was entirely too conscious of the way his coat clung to his broad shoulders. His green eyes gleamed with a blend of amusement and a hint of wickedness.

      When they reached the drawing room, Jane felt the need to apologize. “I am sorry to have disturbed you,” she said. “I imagine you never intended to spend your evening chasing after a poodle.”

      “No,” he agreed. “But were it not for Oscar’s misbehavior, I might not have met you, Miss Hawkins. And it was a pleasure, indeed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      “It was a mistake to bring her with us,” Regina Hambly, Lady Banfield, said to her husband. She motioned for the elderly footman to bring the tea tray, and the servant obeyed, setting it down on the end table. Regina poured two cups, adding a nip of sugar to her husband’s tea.

      “We had no choice,” the earl countered. “She was summoned.”

      “But it will only cause a scandal if anyone finds out who Jane really is. If they discover that she’s—”

      “They won’t.” The earl took his cup and sat across from her. “I see no reason to tell her anything. Let Jane believe she is here as Marjorie’s companion. And if we are careful, we can arrange to give her whatever portion she is entitled to, without anyone ever learning the truth.”

      Regina steepled her fingers together and nodded toward the footman. “Bronson, leave us, if you will.”

      The older servant had difficulty hearing and likely hadn’t heard a word of their conversation, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Once he had closed the door behind him, she turned back to Allan. “We have no idea how much Jonathan Hambly left her. If it’s a small amount, no one will think anything of it, and we can hide the scandal. But if he left her a fortune, everyone will want to know why.”

      “We will handle that once we know.” Lord Banfield straightened. “For now, we will keep her identity quiet. I think it would be best.”

      “Sometimes I wish we had sent her away.” Regina sighed. When Jane was born, they had felt sorry for the newborn child. A child born out of wedlock could never have a respectable life. It had seemed kinder to let her be raised by the vicar and his wife instead of sending her to an orphanage. At least Jane had been given a home with a loving family. Regina had thought it a perfect solution at the time, never imagining that the past would come back to threaten everything.

      “We did the right thing for Jane,” Allan said quietly. “I believe that.”

      She moved beside him and took his hand. “I am only glad that Evelyn did not live to hear about Jane. It would have broken her spirit.”

      Her husband squeezed her palm. “No one can know of this, Regina. Especially Jane.”

      “It will be our secret.”
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      “You should come with us to breakfast, Jane,” Marjorie said. “Why would you take a tray in your room? Don’t you want to see Mr. Lancaster again?”

      Jane mustered a smile and shook her head. “It’s better if I stay here. I really don’t belong with everyone else.”

      Marjorie frowned. “And what about me? And Tamsyn and Rose and Morgan and Gwyn? You don’t think you’re worthy of eating with us?” Her friend rolled her eyes.

      “That’s different. I’ve known you all my life.” Marjorie was practically a sister to her, as were the other girls. They had played together as children and not once had the girls looked down on her, despite their family’s comfortable wealth.

      But her true reason for avoiding public gatherings was a sense that she didn’t truly belong among the nobility. Everyone else had been summoned to receive a portion of their inheritance. Jane was merely here as a companion.

      Marjorie sighed. “Jane, you must come. Otherwise, you’re behaving like a long-suffering martyr.”

      The invisible blow was more hurtful than she’d imagined. Jane tightened her lips and admitted, “All of my clothing was handed down to me. Whenever I’m around the other ladies, I cannot help but feel their disapproval.”

      “Then borrow one of my gowns.”

      “I cannot do that, Marjorie. It would be a lie. This is who I am. I’m not trying to behave like an heiress.”

      Her friend rolled her eyes and opened her trunk. She rummaged around until she found a white long-sleeved muslin gown. It was very plain with only a bit of ribbon trim along the hem and cuffs. “Wear this. And if you do not, I will have Tamsyn hold you down while I dress you. You are coming with us to breakfast, or we will drag you by your hair.”

      Her pride burned at the thought. “There’s no need for this, Marjorie.”

      “Good. Then you must realize that my sisters drive me into madness. I need you there as my friend so I won’t murder them. You’re keeping me from being arrested.”

      Marjorie waved her maid to come over. “Penny, help Jane into this gown.” She crossed her arms and waited.

      Although Jane felt like a caterpillar being pinned with butterfly wings, she held still and allowed Penny to dress her in a chemise and short stays. The gown had no buttons and the maid helped slide it over her head, pulling the laces tightly around the bodice to fit it to her. Jane sent a dismayed look toward Marjorie. “I look as if one good sneeze would cause me to pop out of this.”

      Her friend smiled brightly. “Well, that would give us an interesting discussion over breakfast, wouldn’t it? Do try to keep your bosom under wraps.”

      Jane seized a pillow and swatted her friend while Marjorie giggled. “Careful, or you might tear a seam.”

      A knock came at the door, and she heard the voice of Lady Tamsyn calling out, “Are you both ready?”

      “Not yet. But come in and see Jane,” Marjorie answered.

      Her older sister opened the door, and the moment Tamsyn spied Jane, she smiled. “You do look beautiful.”

      The white gown made her feel entirely too conspicuous. “I still don’t think this is a good idea. It doesn’t truly fit, and I—”

      “Nonsense,” Marjorie took her hand and half-dragged her to the door. “You’re coming with us, and that is final.”

      Lady Tamsyn took her other hand. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Despite her misgivings, Jane promised herself that she would try not to speak very much and blend in as well as she could. One meal might not be so bad.

      But her stomach was twisted into knots of vicious nerves. In this gown, every curve was accentuated, and she worried that the other guests would get the wrong idea about her. They might believe she was one of the ladies meant to inherit.

      She followed Marjorie and Tamsyn into the dining room and saw several other guests milling about. The room reminded her of a cathedral with its tall Gothic windows and the ribbed vaulted ceiling. Upon the wall, she saw four pointed stone arches, and a fire burned in the hearth behind the large mahogany table.

      Lord and Lady Banfield greeted their daughters and nodded a welcome to Jane. She steeled herself and followed Marjorie to the sideboard where she took a plate. A short older man with graying hair stood behind her. He smiled brightly, “Good morning to you. I don’t believe we’ve met as of yet. I am John Hunt, solicitor to the late Earl of Banfield.”

      Jane nodded in greeting. “Good morning.” With an apologetic shrug, she said, “I’m not related to Lord Banfield. I am Jane Hawkins, a friend of Lady Marjorie’s. I came as her companion.” She chose a slice of toast for her plate, along with a spoonful of strawberry jam.

      The solicitor blinked a moment. “Didn’t Lord Banfield tell you? You were summoned along with the others. In fact, it was most important that you be here, Miss Hawkins.”

      “Let’s not speak of this right now,” Lord Banfield interrupted. With a sharp look toward Mr. Hunt, he stood beside Jane. “She is here, and that is all that matters.” The solicitor muttered an apology and took a step back.

      But Jane felt as if the floor had dropped out from beneath her. “What is Mr. Hunt talking about, Lord Banfield?”

      “We will discuss this in private,” the earl promised. “Not in front of all these people.” Again, he glared at the solicitor. “Is that quite clear, Mr. Hunt?”

      The solicitor seemed taken aback. “Do you mean to say that she doesn’t know?”

      “Know what?” A sense of alarm had gathered inside her. Mr. Hunt was behaving as if she were related to the late earl.

      But the new Lord Banfield stepped between them. In a low voice, he added, “One more word from you, Mr. Hunt, and I will deduct a portion of your salary.”

      “Well.” The solicitor let out a sigh of air and added, “Don’t the eggs look delicious? I believe I shall have to try some.”

      But Jane had lost her appetite. Her mind was reeling from the solicitor’s revelation. To Marjorie, she whispered, “What was your father talking about?”

      Her friend appeared just as bewildered. “I have no idea.” She took Jane by the hand and brought her to the table. Leaning in, she added, “But I promise you, I will find out everything.” She beamed and whispered, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you turned out to be a secret heiress?”

      Jane picked at her toast, swirling the strawberry jam in a circle around the surface. “I don’t know about that.”

      She had always known she was adopted. The vicar and his wife had made certain she was aware of her birth circumstances. Her real mother, Emily Hawkins, had been a governess in the household of a neighboring family, before she had been seduced and left pregnant. Once she had begun to show, she had been dismissed at once from her post.

      The Hambly family had felt sorry for Emily’s plight and had arranged for her to stay with the vicar and his wife, John and Mary Engelmeyer. The Engelmeyers had taken Emily into their home, offering to raise the baby as their own. But the young woman had died in childbirth, and it was a miracle that Jane had survived.

      We were so grateful that the good Lord blessed us with you, her adopted mother, Mary had told her. I could not have children of my own, but I thank God every day that your mother gave you into our care.

      Jane had never known any other parents, save the Engelmeyers, but it hadn’t mattered. They had loved her and reared her as their own. Now, it felt as if her safe life had been ripped apart. Her real father was somehow related to the Earl of Banfield, it seemed.

      What if he was here now, at Castle Keyvnor? Her mind couldn’t quite grasp it, and she pushed her plate away, untouched.

      “Are you all right, Jane?” Marjorie asked.

      “I think I need to take a walk. Some fresh air might help,” she admitted. She stood from her chair and pulled her gray shawl over her shoulders.

      Just as she was leaving the dining room, she nearly bumped into Mr. Lancaster. He wore a bottle green coat and buff-colored breeches. His expression turned warm, and he teased, “Are you fleeing at the sight of me, Miss Hawkins?”

      Her cheeks flushed. “No, I simply thought I’d take a walk after breakfast.”

      “It looks as if it will rain,” he pointed out. She bit her lip, feeling foolish for not even considering the weather. And when she glanced at the dining room window, she realized he was right. Dark clouds hovered in the sky and a light sprinkling of rain was spattering against the glass, sliding down in rivulets.

      “Well, then, I suppose I shall simply explore the house.”

      “Be wary of the ghosts,” he warned, with a light smile. “Beck was telling me about a screaming noise he heard from one of the turrets. Or it could have been the wind.”

      “I don’t believe in ghosts,” she said. “But thank you for the warning.” She couldn’t help but smile in return, and her heart fluttered at the intense warmth in his green eyes. He was staring at her with unconcealed interest.

      “You look lovely this morning. The gown suits you.” His deep voice warmed her, and Jane felt her blush deepen at his compliment. She wasn’t accustomed to men noticing her, and she hardly knew how to respond. She almost blurted out, It’s Marjorie’s, but thought better of it and simply voiced a thank you.

      “Enjoy your breakfast,” she bade him. “I’ll go wandering through the halls instead of outside.”

      Mr. Lancaster’s smile faded, and he turned serious. “You’d better take an escort with you. While I don’t think anyone here would harm a lady, it’s never wise to go anywhere alone.”

      She gave a noncommittal nod. “I understand.” Though truthfully, she didn’t really want to be around anyone just now. Her friends were all enjoying their breakfasts, and she’d lost all appetite for food after Mr. Hunt’s revelation. Right now, she wanted a moment to be alone and think about what to do.

      Lord Banfield held the answers she wanted. It was clear that he’d known she was meant to be here. But why? No one had ever told her anything about her father, except that he had seduced her mother and left her. A tightness gathered in her stomach. She didn’t want to meet the man, even if he was here. Anyone who would take advantage of a woman and then leave her behind with a pregnancy deserved absolutely nothing.

      She excused herself, but before she could go, Marjorie handed her a note. “Jane, I was asked to give you this.”

      She took the message and opened it. Lady Banfield asked to meet with her in the kitchen in private. Jane wasn’t certain why she had chosen that location, but the countess might be busy planning the menu for tonight’s dinner with the cook. It was a strange note, but she saw no reason to question it.

      Perhaps Lady Banfield would have the answers Jane was searching for.
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      Devon didn’t feel right letting Miss Hawkins go off alone. Although she seemed like a quiet, composed young woman, something put his instincts on alert. She appeared upset. He tried to join the others at breakfast, conversing with everyone, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that she shouldn’t be exploring the house. Though she had agreed not to go alone, he had a feeling that she had done so anyway.

      It wasn’t as if anyone here had a reason to threaten her. Most of the men he’d met were decent fellows, half of them married. And yet, he found himself hurrying through breakfast, wanting to be certain she was all right. Several of the men were getting ready to attend the funeral of Thomas Vail in Hollybrook Park, but since Devon was not acquainted with the family, he was staying behind.

      His friend, Michael Beck, leaned in. “Did you hear what the solicitor said about her?” He tilted his head toward the door.

      “Miss Hawkins, you mean?”

      “Yes. It appears that she stands to inherit from the late earl. It seems Jack was wrong about her being a servant. You might want to pursue her, after all.”

      Devon stiffened at Michael’s suggestion, for it made him seem like a fortune hunter. “Miss Hawkins told me she is only here as a friend to Lady Marjorie.”

      There was a gleam in Beck’s eye. “Then she was lying to you. Mr. Hunt was delighted to see her and made no secret of the fact that she’s an heiress. Everyone here heard him.”

      Devon didn’t quite believe that. Miss Hawkins didn’t appear to be the sort of woman who would lie about an inheritance. But then, he knew very little about her, except that she was shy.

      His instincts warned that she was shy enough that she would not want to trouble a servant to be her escort. It was quite possible that she might walk through a castle of this size, unaccompanied.

      “I will see you later,” he told Beck. Then he took a piece of buttered toast with him as he left the dining room. Devon walked down the hallway in search of Miss Hawkins, but there was no trace of her.

      As he neared the main staircase, he felt an icy chill settle near his shoulders. The rest of his body was warm, and the cold sensation was unnerving. Though he knew most people didn’t believe in ghosts, he left himself open to possibilities. He did believe in an afterlife, and who was he to say if ghosts did or did not exist?

      He felt a bit foolish but muttered to the air around him, “If you are a ghost, you might tell me if Miss Hawkins is all right.” The coldness moved to his neck, like a clammy hand formed of ice. It didn’t seem at all reassuring.

      “Well, then, could you tell me where she’s gone?”

      The icy presence seemed to leave him, and he was now feeling like a complete dolt. Talking to air? Honestly?

      But when a door at the end of the hall seemed to blow open of its own accord, the hair stood up on the back of his neck. The door was light and swung easily on its hinges. Most likely it was a breeze that had blown it open. Logic told him that much, even as he walked toward it. He saw one of the footmen enter, carrying a tray, and realized that it was the doorway leading to the servants’ entrance.

      I am losing my wits, he thought to himself as he walked to the end of the hallway. Miss Hawkins would not possibly go this way.

      But the icy presence settled over his shoulders once again, as if an invisible spirit were guiding him. He was stopped by an older female servant who glared at him. Her dark hair was stretched beneath a cap, and she blocked his path. “Are you lost, sir?” The portly woman rested both hands on her hips.

      “No, Miss—”

      “It’s Mrs. Bray,” she corrected. “I am the housekeeper at Castle Keyvnor. Did you need something?” The look of irritation on her face suggested that she wanted him gone from here as soon as possible.

      “I was looking for Miss Hawkins. Someone said she came this way.” A ghost, if one might be accurate about it. That is, if ghosts were real and if one had indeed led him here. He still felt foolish about it, but he was a man of intuition.

      “She was here earlier, aye. But she’s gone now.” The housekeeper waited a moment, and then added, “Now, if you’ll excuse me, sir, I have work to do.”

      Interesting. Out of all the possible places Miss Hawkins could have gone, the kitchen was among the least likely. But if a ghost had indeed guided him here, it must be a benevolent spirit. He turned back the way he had come, and almost instantly felt the same icy chill in the air. A few paces away, he spied the poodle, Oscar. The dog’s hair stood on end, and he let out a low growl.

      “It’s all right,” he told the dog. “If it is a ghost, it’s a helpful one.”

      Oscar sniffed at the floor a moment and then trotted back toward the kitchen. Devon felt the coldness encircle his shoulders, and he remarked, “Well, you took me this far. Now what?”

      The door leading outside suddenly swung open of its own accord. With that, the coldness intensified upon his skin, and he shoved back an instinctive fear. He could not deny the presence of something otherworldly, but it was unnerving to see doors open in such a way.

      And yet—the spirit had led him here to where Jane had been, only a moment ago. For that reason, he murmured, “Lead on.”

      Devon felt the brush of cold air sweep past him, and he followed it down the hall.
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      Lady Banfield wasn’t in the kitchen. Jane asked Mrs. Bray if she had seen her, but no one had. How very odd. She could not understand why the countess had asked her to come and then was not here.

      Jane walked down the hallway, wondering what to do now. The wooden floors gleamed, and she took a moment to study her surroundings. Upon one wall, she saw portraits of the former Earls of Banfield, going back for several hundred years. She stopped when she saw the last portrait, of Jonathan Hambly, Lord Banfield. The painting must have been created when he was a younger man, for he had a dashing smile and a hint of mischief in his eyes.

      She turned away and nearly jolted when she saw another man standing before her. He had red hair and a beard with bright blue eyes. His clothing reminded her of Henry VIII, with a velvet cap and what appeared to be pantaloons. Beneath one arm, he carried a lute. Was the man an actor, hired to perform in a play?

      “I beg your pardon,” Jane remarked. “You startled me.”

      “Such was not my intent.” The man nodded toward the portrait. “’Twas most tragic that Lord Banfield had no living heirs, my lady. His only son died at the age of five years.”

      “That is very sad,” Jane agreed. She wasn’t certain who the gentleman was, or why he was here, but before she could leave, he continued talking.

      “His wife, Lady Banfield, went mad with grief. She tried to have another child for years and could never succeed.” In a low voice, he added, “They say the turret is heavy with her grief, and you often can hear her screaming.” His smile held a hint of darkness. “Do you believe in ghosts, my lady?”

      In spite of herself, goosebumps rose over Jane’s skin. She mustered a weak smile. “Not really. If you’ll excuse me, sir, I was trying to find Lady Banfield. The living one,” she amended.

      “You might try the outbuilding behind the kitchen,” he suggested. “I saw her near the herb garden.” He tipped his velvet cap, smiling, and a few droplets of water poured down.

      “Thank you.” Jane excused herself and walked toward the back of the house. She had already decided that if Lady Banfield was not there, she would simply find her later. This felt rather like a merry chase, when she had no idea why the countess had even summoned her.

      She pulled the door open and as she did, she spied Mr. Lancaster standing just outside in the rain. Her pulse quickened at the sight of him, and she clenched one of her gloves.

      “Why, hello,” she greeted him with a nod. “I didn’t expect to see you here, so soon after breakfast.”

      He held the door open for her. “Neither did I, to be honest. But I was concerned that you might be out walking alone. Do you want me to ring for a servant to accompany you? A maid, perhaps?”

      “I have no maid. Not really. Marjorie does.” Jane huddled against the doorway, and the light rain dampened her hair and Marjorie’s borrowed white gown. She should have thought to ask for her bonnet and an umbrella. Instead, she remained where she was, searching for a glimpse of Lady Banfield.

      “If you need an escort, I could watch over you,” he offered.

      “I am fine, truly. You needn’t worry over me.” His very presence made her nervous. She was all too aware of his tall form, of his dark blond hair and the light stubble of beard on his chin. His green eyes searched hers, and she felt a sudden rush of emotion that she couldn’t describe.

      “You seemed very upset after breakfast,” he said. “What happened?”

      “It’s nothing.” She tried to brush off the incident, for there was no need for him to be involved. “Just a misunderstanding with the solicitor.”

      His gaze turned kind. “If anyone here is bothering you, Miss Hawkins, I can put a stop to it.”

      She gave him a sheepish smile. “Thank you for the offer, but I’m certain you have better things to do than worry about me.”

      His expression warmed, and her skin tightened when his attention shifted over her face as if he were memorizing her. “Not at all, Miss Hawkins.” He offered his arm and admitted, “I find you fascinating. And given the choice between spending time playing billiards with friends or walking through the rain with a beautiful woman, it is no hardship at all. Wait here, and I shall return momentarily.” She did and saw him speak with a footman. When he returned a few moments later, he carried an umbrella. “Shall we?”

      Though her mind was urging her not to, her heart was enchanted by the idea of walking through the rain with a handsome gentleman. Why not? It isn’t as if he’s going to offer for someone like me.

      Why shouldn’t she take advantage of a moment like this, even knowing it would lead nowhere?

      “All right,” she said, placing her hand upon his arm. Mr. Lancaster opened the umbrella, and they stepped onto the brick stairs that led toward the back garden.

      “Did you want to walk through the flower gardens?” he asked.

      “Actually, I was supposed to meet with Lady Banfield.” She almost told him about the actor she had seen, but then decided not to. “I had heard she was in one of the outbuildings behind the kitchen.”

      Mr. Lancaster guided her toward the garden pathway. “Then we will find her, if she is here.”

      The rain poured down over them, and Jane couldn’t help but huddle closer to him. “I’m sorry,” she said, “it’s just that I’m trying not to get Marjorie’s day dress wet.”

      He moved the umbrella to shield more of her, even though it put him in the rain. “Better?”

      “No. You should remain under the umbrella. So long as it doesn’t bother you that I have to stand closer.”

      “Not at all,” he murmured.

      It did feel nice to walk in the rain beside such a handsome gentleman. Her wayward heart couldn’t help but beat faster with him so near. She could almost imagine his arm around her waist, or what it would be like to rest her head against his broad chest.

      For some unknown reason, it felt as if she could trust this man, though she couldn’t say why. And right now, she wanted a friend to listen to the burden she carried.

      “The solicitor said that I was supposed to be here for the will reading,” she blurted out. “It bothers me, because Lord Banfield told me nothing of this. I’m an orphan, Mr. Lancaster. There is no reason for me to inherit anything.”

      “You could be a distant cousin,” he offered. His voice was low, almost soothing. “Why should it bother you? I would think you would be glad to hear of this.”

      It frightens me, she almost said. But then, she didn’t want to admit it to anyone. Instead, she stopped beside the herb garden. “I hadn’t met Lord Banfield before he died, and my adopted parents certainly have never spoken of him.”

      “And what of your real parents?” he pressed. “Did they know the earl?”

      His question only solidified her fears. For that was the true question, wasn’t it? “I never knew them. My mother died when I was born, and I never learned who my father was. Suffice it to say, I come from a very humble family.”

      He studied her a moment before his face relaxed. “Miss Hawkins, it wasn’t my intent to pry.”

      His words did soothe her, somewhat, for she believed him. “I know. But I did think you should know that I am not from a titled family, nor do I possess any wealth. I am unsuitable to be anyone’s bride.”

      A hint of a smile tugged at his mouth. “If you were trying to talk me into marriage, it isn’t working, Miss Hawkins.”

      It took her a second to realize he was teasing. She braved a smile and added, “Good. If I ever marry, it will be a man of my own station.”

      “Someone quiet and boring, no doubt.” Mr. Lancaster led her toward the outbuilding behind the kitchen, and the rain began to slow down.

      “There is nothing wrong with a safe and boring man,” Jane said. “At least then, I would know what to expect.”

      “An exciting husband would make life entirely too unpredictable.” The glint in his eyes suggested he was teasing her again.

      “I prefer a man who is a creature of habit.”

      He started to lean in closer. “You ought to try an unpredictable man before you make your decision, Miss Hawkins. You might find that you like him better.”

      His nearness sent a flare of heat within her, one she found startling. She caught the scent of his shaving soap, and for a moment, she imagined what it would be like to be in this man’s embrace. No, a man like Devon Lancaster would never be boring. His green eyes were locked upon hers, and in them she saw his interest. Her attention was drawn to his mouth, and wild thoughts of a kiss suddenly tangled in her imagination. She backed away, only to feel the raindrops soaking through her gown.

      “Am I making you uncomfortable, Miss Hawkins?”

      Jane hardly knew how to answer that. “Not exactly. But I thought I should be honest with you, so you don’t get the wrong idea about me. You do seem to be following me.”

      “My reasons are honorable, I assure you,” Mr. Lancaster said. “I simply didn’t want you to go off alone without an escort. Then, too, this house is haunted. One never knows if a ghost is benevolent or vindictive.”

      She narrowed her gaze at him. “You don’t really believe in ghosts, do you?”

      He glanced behind him and admitted, “I have felt the presence of something in this house. And honestly, I’ve witnessed quite a few strange things thus far. I prefer to remain open to possibilities.”

      Jane wasn’t certain what to make of that. He opened the door to the outbuilding and gestured for her to enter. “After you.” He accompanied her inside and put down the umbrella. The interior of the room was warm, and she smelled the comforting aroma of drying herbs. Rosemary, sage, and thyme hung in tied bundles from the ceiling. But there was no sign of Lady Banfield. The gentleman who told her he had seen the countess here must have been mistaken, for why would the countess be here in a place like this? She also wondered if the note had been false.

      In the corner, she spied a stone staircase. “Where do you suppose that leads?” she wondered aloud.

      Mr. Lancaster shrugged. “We can go down and see for ourselves if you like. I imagine it’s the wine cellar.”

      Jane heard the sound of a bottle shattering down below. The noise startled her, and she wondered if someone needed help. She started to go down the stairs, but Mr. Lancaster warned, “Wait. Let me see if it’s safe first.” He hurried traveled down the spiral stairs, pushing open the wooden door at the bottom, and Jane followed. The interior was lit by candles set into iron sconces on the wall. Shadows flickered against the stone, and she took a step back.

      Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea.

      A coldness settled over her shoulders, and she pulled her shawl tight. It did nothing to diminish the chill, and she called out, “Lady Banfield?” But instinctively, she knew the countess would not answer.

      Only silence reigned over the wine cellar. Jane saw a broken bottle on the far end of the room and a puddle of red wine beneath it. She moved closer and crossed the room, looking to see if anyone was nearby, but there was no one. It seemed that the bottle must have been poorly balanced on the wine rack and fell of its own accord.

      “She’s not here,” Mr. Lancaster said. “No one is. We should go back.”

      Jane agreed with his suggestion wholeheartedly. But when they turned around, the wooden door slammed shut. The gust of air from the door caused the candle beside it to go out, leaving them with only one candle for light.

      Mr. Lancaster rushed to the door and pulled hard, but it appeared that someone had locked them inside. He let out a low curse and pounded on the wood. “Open the door!”

      But when they listened, there came only the sound of a man’s laughter. Fear iced through her, and Jane was now certain someone had lured them here on purpose. Was it the actor she had met in the hallway, the one who had known so much about the family? Or was it someone else who was trying to cause a scandal by locking her in the wine cellar with Mr. Lancaster?

      “Can you force it open?” she ventured.

      His response was to lunge at the door, smashing his shoulder against the wood. He let out a hiss of pain and rubbed at his arm. “Apparently not. Why would anyone do something like this?”

      “I don’t know.”

      But their question was answered a moment later when a voice muttered. “Leave Castle Keyvnor, Jane Hawkins. You are not wanted here.”

      Mr. Lancaster pounded on the door again, demanding to be let out. But they both heard the retreating sound of footsteps going up the stairs. For the next several minutes, he called out for help, beating against the wine cellar door. But no one came.

      He paused a moment to catch his breath and asked, “What was that all about? Who would threaten you?”

      “I truly don’t know.” But she was beginning to think that there was more to her inheritance than she’d guessed. Was the gentleman Lord Banfield’s nephew, the heir apparent? Or did her captor somehow believe that she was meant to gain a fortune from the late Lord Banfield? There were no answers at all.

      Her teeth chattered from the frigid air all around them, and she shivered. Her gown was sodden from the raindrops, and she couldn’t seem to get warm. Mr. Lancaster continued pounding on the door, shouting out for help. But it seemed that no one heard him.

      A moment later, he removed his coat and drew it over her shoulders. “I am sorry this happened, Miss Hawkins.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.” She clung to his coat, and the warmth of his body lingered within the wool. “Thank you for lending me this.”

      In the dim light, his face had grown somber. “Someone is trying to harm you. But I can’t think why.”

      Jane shook her head. “I’ve no idea. I wasn’t even supposed to be here. Or at least…that’s what I thought.”

      She had honestly believed that Marjorie had brought her along as a companion. Despite her initial misgivings, her friend had convinced her that it would be an exciting journey and a chance to meet new people. Now, she was beginning to wonder if Marjorie had known anything about this, or whether it had been her father’s suggestion.

      “Do you think someone believes you are taking his or her inheritance?” Mr. Lancaster prompted.

      “I highly doubt it. Even if I am mentioned in his will, it can’t be more than a pittance. I’m not even related to Lord Banfield.” She shrugged, drawing the edges of his coat closer. “But you may be right. Perhaps someone is afraid.”

      “Your father may have been related to the earl,” he said. “You may find out who he was.”

      All her life she had imagined stories, but in the end, she didn’t truly want to know. “It doesn’t matter. He left us behind and never looked back.”

      She leaned back against the wall, only to step away when she found it frigid. “How are we going to get out of here, Mr. Lancaster?”

      “I can try to pick the lock. Or if we hear voices, we can pound on the door until someone lets us out.”

      Her teeth began chattering, and she said, “At least there’s little chance of us dying down here. The only problem is the scandal.”

      “There won’t be one,” he reassured her. “When we hear someone approaching, I will hide myself behind the shelves of wine. You will go on without me. Keep the door unlatched, and I’ll wait until you are gone before I leave.”

      It relieved her to hear of it. “Thank you for that. I doubt that either one of us would want to be forced into marriage.”

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Miss Hawkins, and I would not find it a hardship. But the truth is, I am the fourth son of a viscount. I have nothing but a small property of my own, and it’s in disrepair. My only hope to save it is to wed an heiress who doesn’t mind marrying a man with nothing.”

      His confession eased her mind, and she pulled up an empty crate, sitting down upon it. “Is that why you came to Castle Keyvnor? Are you in search of a bride?”

      “I am,” he agreed. He pulled up a crate of his own. “It sounds rather mercenary, but I am in need of a wealthy one.”

      “I c-can understand that.” Her teeth still wouldn’t stop chattering, despite the warmth of his coat.

      “Are you all right, Miss Hawkins?” His voice held kindness, and he drew his crate beside hers.

      “Just fr-freezing,” she admitted. “But your coat makes it bearable. I got wet from the rain, and I can’t s-stop shivering.”

      He fell silent a moment and regarded her. In the dim candlelight, his expression turned thoughtful. “Would you consider me a friend, Miss Hawkins?”

      She didn’t know what to make of that question. “I hardly know you.”

      “Yes, but would you agree with me when I say I have no intention of harming you?”

      “Of course.” To the contrary, he had done everything possible to ensure that she was safe and protected.

      “Good.” With that, he drew his arms around her. “Then trust that this means nothing.”

      With his arms around her, he cocooned her in his body heat. Logically, she understood that he was trying to prevent her from being cold. But never before had she been in a man’s embrace. She could have pulled away—and he would have allowed this—but the comfort of his touch was undeniable.

      Jane rested her hands against his chest and accepted the warmth. It should have embarrassed her, but instead, she wanted to draw closer. The scent of his skin and the hard planes of his body made her fully aware of this man. Never before had she felt such a need to touch someone. His hand idly stroked her shoulder, and she gave in to her instincts, resting her cheek against his heartbeat. His arms relaxed against her, offering heat, and yet giving her the freedom to do as she chose.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, wanting to remain in his arms. “I was colder than I realized.” Against her cheek, she felt his rapid heartbeat, and his arms tensed.

      “You looked miserable,” he admitted. “I thought it might help.”

      It had, more than he knew. But instead of warming only her body, he had also awakened a frozen part of her spirit. She had never embraced a man before, and now that she knew the sensation, she felt as if the ice had cracked apart, melting at the heat of his skin.

      “Better?” he asked, as he started to pull back.

      No, stay, she wanted to tell him. But it wasn’t right at all to remain in his arms. With great reluctance, she let him draw away, but she kept her eyes locked upon him.

      “What is it?” he asked quietly.

      Jane let out a slight breath of air and mustered a chagrined smile. “That was the first time I was ever in a man’s arms, except for my adopted father’s.” She crossed her arms beneath his coat. “It was nice.”

      He stiffened at her compliment, as if he didn’t know quite how to respond. Then he admitted, “I’ve done many things in my life of which I am not proud. Many would not call me nice.”

      It sounded as if he were trying to dissuade her from thinking he was a good man, which was strange. “I would not call you wicked.”

      “Some used to call me the Devil of Lancaster,” he confessed. With a wry grin, he added, “Do not ask me to tell you why.”

      But his warning only made her smile. Devil or not, he had proved himself to be trustworthy.

      “I am glad that you were locked in here with me, Mr. Lancaster,” she told him. “I think I would be crying right now, if you weren’t here.”

      He reached out and touched her chin, gently caressing it with his thumb. “I’m glad you’re not alone.” A spiral of warmth slid over her skin, down to her womb. Deep inside, she felt a yearning, as if he were touching her intimately. Her breasts tightened against her chemise and corset, and she couldn’t tear her gaze from him.

      She didn’t understand the feelings coursing through her, nor could she bring herself to pull away. Instead, she covered his hand with her own.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Miss Hawkins,” he said softly. His voice was deep, but instead of warning her away, it attracted her. “You are a temptation I don’t want to refuse.”

      He held her transfixed, and he framed her face with his hands. The sensation of his warm palms against her cheeks only magnified her yearning. She closed her eyes, feeling the rhythm of her own heartbeat against his breathing. In this darkness, she felt the boundaries slipping away until there was only the warmth of a man’s touch upon her skin.

      “Tell me not to kiss you,” he said quietly. She couldn’t bring herself to speak, for she wanted him to. She wanted to know what it was like to feel a man’s mouth upon hers.

      He leaned toward her, giving her every opportunity to escape. But she didn’t move at all. When his mouth brushed against hers, she felt heat blazing over her skin. Without knowing why, she put her arms around him, pulling him closer.

      The kiss transformed, and he deepened it, bringing her against him. “This wasn’t my intention,” he muttered, even as he kissed her harder. No longer did she feel cold, and the shudders that rippled across her body had nothing to do with the frigid air. Desire flooded through her, and he threaded his hands through her hair as he held her mouth captive.

      She couldn’t grasp a rational thought, but her breasts ached beneath her gown, rising against the damp fabric. Her breath caught in her lungs, and when she opened to him, he slid his tongue within her mouth.

      Dear God. She felt the invasion as surely as if he had claimed her body. Between her legs, she felt a swollen heat, the craving for a more intimate act.

      And somewhere, deep inside, she realized that this was how her mother had been seduced. She had listened to the yearning of her body instead of her rational mind.

      Jane knew if she didn’t pull away, she would fall beneath this man’s spell, allowing him any liberty he wished. She broke free of the kiss, feeling ashamed of the way she had offered herself to him. This never should have happened.

      For a moment, there was only silence stretching between them. She didn’t know what to say, and neither did he. They were saved from further conversation when there came the sound of a key turning in the lock.

      “Go,” she whispered to Mr. Lancaster, handing him his coat. He ducked behind a shelf of wine bottles, hiding himself from view, and the door opened.

      “What’s all this?” the housekeeper demanded. She frowned at Jane as if it were her fault that she was locked inside. “Why are you here?”

      “I came in search of Lady Banfield,” she explained, “and someone locked me inside.”

      The matron glared at her. “What nonsense. You were trying to steal wine for yourself. Admit it.”

      Stealing wine? The woman’s accusation infuriated her, and Jane stood. “I am telling you the truth, and you’ve no right to insinuate that I would be here for any other reason.” Without a word, she moved past the housekeeper, walking up the stairs that led up to the wooden door. Belatedly she froze, realizing that she had left Mrs. Bray alone where Devon might be discovered. From behind her, she heard the housekeeper take a bottle from one of the wine racks and follow her. Dear God, she hoped Mrs. Bray had not seen him. She waited for the woman to return to the stairs and slipped behind her to ensure the door was left open a crack for Devon.

      When she stepped outside, the rain had stopped. Hazy sunlight filtered through the clouds, and droplets of water glistened upon the grass.

      As she returned to the house, her face burned with embarrassment when she thought of kissing Devon Lancaster. But she could lay no blame at his feet. She had invited the kiss, and it had shattered her to the core.

      He had been open with her from the beginning. He could never marry a woman like herself, and he needed an heiress to restore his estate. But now she was left with an even greater fear—that if she didn’t shut down her instinctive feelings, she would end up seduced and left alone.

      Exactly like her mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      
        Later that evening

      

      Devon waited through supper, but there was no sign of Miss Hawkins. He had hoped to see her again after their captivity in the wine cellar, but she had not come down.

      As for himself, he had been glad that no one had discovered them together. He had escaped the wine cellar several minutes after she’d left with the housekeeper, and it did not seem that anyone was aware that they were locked inside together.

      Lady Marjorie joined him at the table, along with her sisters. When he asked her where Jane was, the young woman shrugged. “Jane took a tray in her room.”

      In other words, she was avoiding him. Devon reached for his glass, remembering the stolen moment in the wine cellar. Though he didn’t know what had possessed him to kiss her, never had he imagined such a response. Her lips were soft, inviting him to take more. And when he’d given in to his urges, kissing her hard, he’d been stunned by her open response. This was a woman of hidden passion, one whose innocence veiled her innermost needs.

      He had kissed many women, and there was no secret about his reputation in London. They called him the Devil of Lancaster instead of Devon. He had accepted many women into his bed, none of them a virgin, but never had any woman affected him the way this one did.

      Her innocent sighs and the way she’d clung to him had pushed him past the edge of control. He’d wanted to pull her onto his lap, to kiss her until she was breathless, loosening the ties of her gown until he could taste her bare skin.

      It was possibly a stroke of good luck that she had not come to dinner, for he likely would have been staring at her during the entire meal. Yet, he knew better than to court this woman. Jane might receive a small inheritance from the late earl, but it was unlikely there would be much of anything.

      Devon wished he were in a position to marry a woman of his choosing. But he had tenants who were relying upon him to marry well. He had no right to disregard their needs or the needs of the estate.

      He ought to turn his attentions to the new Lord Banfield’s daughters. Lady Marjorie and Lady Tamsyn were both beautiful young women, along with their sisters, Morgan, Gwyn, and Rose. All of the young women would have handsome dowries and would be suitable.

      And yet, none captivated him in the way Jane Hawkins did. She might seem like a quiet young woman, hardly more than a shy wallflower. But there was far more to her than anyone knew.

      “We will play cards later,” Lady Marjorie was saying. “If you want to see Jane, I’ll see to it that she comes.”

      “Does she like whist?” he asked.

      “Jane is quite a good card player. I’ll warn you now—you should never wager against her. She might seem to be no one of consequence, but she could easily win every last coin before you realize it.”

      There was great irony in a vicar’s daughter beating everyone at cards, but it didn’t surprise him. Miss Hawkins struck him as a woman of intelligence, despite her quiet demeanor.

      “Are we playing for stakes, then?” He had little to wager, but if Miss Hawkins was coming to play, he intended to partner with her, if at all possible.

      “Why not?” Lady Marjorie answered. “Or we might play for the fun of it.” She leaned closer and sent him a conspiratorial smile. “Are you thinking of getting better acquainted with her?”

      He knew exactly what she was implying but didn’t know how to answer that. “We have spoken on a few occasions. I would consider her a friend.”

      Lady Marjorie sighed. “Jane deserves a happy ending to her life. She’s had so many hardships, but I adore her.”

      He finished his meal and excused himself from the table while the ladies departed. His thoughts were heavy as he walked along the hallway, for he did like Jane Hawkins. If she were an heiress, he would have pursued her without question. It bothered him to recognize that money would affect his decisions so strongly. As the youngest son, he had no means of creating his own fortune—at least, not yet.

      He had come to Castle Keyvnor in search of a bride...but instead, he’d come to realize that what he truly needed was a purpose. He had property of his own and would it not be better to build a fortune to go with it? Then he would be free to pursue whatever woman he wished.

      He started to join the others, when the frigid gust of air surrounded his shoulders once more.

      Enough of the ghost, already. He had other plans in mind. But this time, when he turned around, he caught a glimpse of a man dressed in Tudor attire with a ruff around his neck. He had reddish hair, a beard, and blue eyes. The ghost carried a lute under one arm and pointed down the hallway.

      Devon blinked, only to find that the man had vanished. It was possible that he’d imagined all of it. And yet, the details of the ghost were vivid within his mind.

      He questioned whether or not to obey the ghost’s directions. Why should he care whether or not the man wanted him to go down the hall?

      And yet, Jane had not come to dinner. Someone had locked her in the wine cellar earlier, and she might still be in danger.

      He saw no alternative but to follow.
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      After she had finished the dinner on her tray, Jane changed back into the dark blue serge long-sleeved gown. The white gown was still damp from the rain, and the very sight of it reminded her of being locked in the wine cellar with Devon Lancaster.

      She was still angry at herself for letting him kiss her. It had been an impulse and one that would not happen again. He had been very clear that he needed to wed an heiress—and she was not at all wealthy. It might be best to wear this gown and remind him of that fact. If nothing else, it would help her to keep him at a distance.

      Marjorie had asked her to join in a game of cards, and Jane decided it was just the distraction she needed. She left her room and closed the door behind her, walking toward the stairs.

      From below, she heard the sounds of conversation. And there was a high-pitched noise coming from outside. At first, she ignored it, but for a moment, it almost sounded like a woman screaming.

      The hair on the back of her neck rose up. It could be the ghost of Lady Banfield. Her mind considered the idea, then discarded it. She truly didn’t believe in spirits, despite what she’d heard at breakfast. But worse was the idea that another young woman might be in trouble. A man had locked her into the wine cellar. Why not someone else?

      Jane walked toward an open window and peered outside. The noise definitely seemed to be coming from one of the castle turrets. She decided it was best to go and investigate, though she needed to find someone to accompany her. Devon Lancaster would go along if she asked, but she didn’t want him to feel obligated. There might be a footman who could watch over her. Or better, she could tell someone what she had heard.

      Jane hurried down the stairs and along the hallway, moving in the direction of the turret. When she drew closer, the wailing grew louder. The woman sounded as if she were in a great deal of anguish, and the screams mingled with sobs.

      This was more than tales of a ghost. The crying was quite clear, and someone was inside the turret.

      Jane hesitated a moment, wondering if she dared to go closer. But how could she stand aside and pretend as if nothing was happening? Whoever was up there clearly needed help.

      A serving maid passed through the hall, and Jane rushed toward her. “Excuse me. But…I heard a noise. I think someone needs help.”

      The maid stopped a moment, and said, “I’m sorry, miss, but I’m needed in the kitchen.”

      “But don’t you hear the screaming?” As soon as Jane spoke of it, the sound abruptly stopped.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing, miss.” The maid’s expression remained disinterested, as if she heard the sound all the time. Was she ignoring it? It was impossible for her not to have heard the shrieking. But her behavior suggested that it was nothing out of the ordinary. Jane waited a moment, expecting to hear the wailing again, but there was nothing.

      “If you’ll excuse me, miss.” The maid bobbed a curtsy and moved back in the direction of the kitchen.

      Jane questioned whether or not to pursue the sound, but it was the clear the maid had no intention of investigating it. She paused at the bottom of the staircase and waited. Inwardly, she was torn on whether to abandon her search. In the end, she decided to walk up the staircase and listen to hear if she heard any further noises. It seemed a good compromise rather than to trespass where she wasn’t wanted.

      She walked up the first spiral staircase and then the second, pausing at each landing. At first, she heard nothing. But when she reached the last staircase, she heard the piercing scream, followed by wailing.

      “He’s dead. Oh God, my son is dead!”

      The woman’s shrieking sent a chill through her, and Jane froze in place. She remembered that Lady Banfield had lost her five-year-old son, and there were never any more children.

      Was it possible that she could still be alive? Jane didn’t believe such a notion, for everyone would know about it. Unless it truly was a ghost.

      Every instinct warned her to flee, but her brain reminded her that ghosts were not real. If this truly was a flesh-and-blood person, it wasn’t right to abandon a woman in need of help.

      Jane lowered her head and continued up the stairs. From behind her, she heard rapid footsteps approaching.

      “Get back!” a male voice snarled. Jane turned to see who it was, but before she could get a clear glimpse of the servant, he seized her arm and shoved her down the stairs. Her body jolted against the hard ridges of the wooden steps, and she tried to regain her footing. Instead, she tumbled hard until she reached the landing.

      It hurt to breathe, and she gasped for air, for the wind had been knocked out of her. For a moment, she felt her ribcage, wondering if she had broken any bones.

      “You will not go any further,” the man shouted from the top of the stairs. Jane tried to catch a glimpse of the man’s face, but there was no clear view of him. “If you dare to disturb her, I will kill you.” He slammed the door and she heard a key turning in the lock.

      A shiver crossed her spine at the threat. Was this the same man who had locked her in the cellar? His voice sounded the same. He was clearly trying to frighten her away from Castle Keyvnor—and if that was his intent, he was succeeding. She’d done nothing wrong and twice, someone had tried to hurt her. If she’d had the means to leave, she would have. There were secrets in this place, and somehow her life was bound up in those invisible bindings.

      Jane sat up gingerly. It didn’t seem that she had broken anything—but her body would have bruises for some time. She steadied herself and held on to the railing as she hoisted herself to her feet. The screaming had stopped, and she walked back downstairs, feeling shaken.

      “Miss Hawkins,” a voice called out. “Are you all right?”

      She turned and saw Devon Lancaster approaching. The moment she saw him, she felt the urge to weep in his arms. She wanted to feel his embrace and pour out her fears.

      Instead, she squared her shoulders and joined him. “I—I think so.”

      He hurried to stand before her. “You look upset and frightened. Almost as if you’ve seen a ghost.” His expression turned concerned, and he reached out to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Not a ghost. But someone who pushed me down the stairs.” She kept her voice low and explained what happened. “I swear to you, I heard a woman screaming. I couldn’t just walk away from a woman in trouble.”

      His face turned grim. “It might be that you did hear a ghost. I heard stories over dinner about the ghost of the late Lady Banfield.”

      “I heard the same during breakfast. But what sort of man would lock his wife away?”

      He offered her his arm, and she took it, feeling comfort at his presence beside her. “I don’t know. But if you want me to ask the servants about the noise in the turret, I can.”

      “I already tried, but the maid was ignoring it.” She stopped walking a moment. “What I want is to leave this castle and not look back. From the moment I’ve arrived, it has brought me nothing but fear and danger.”

      “Will you let me guard you?” he asked quietly.

      She wanted to say yes but questioned whether it was wise to spend time with this man. Whether or not he realized it, his very presence drew her closer. And both of them knew there could be nothing between them.

      “I think I should make arrangements to go home,” she countered.

      “And what of Lady Marjorie? She will be remaining here, since Castle Keyvnor is to be her new home.”

      “For a time,” Jane agreed. “But I always intended to go back.”

      “Stay a little longer,” he urged. “You were meant to come here. You should find out why.”

      “And what if I do not want the answers?” It terrified her to think of who her father had been, or to discover why someone wanted her far from here.

      He covered her hand with his gloved palm. “Running away won’t change anything, Jane.”

      The use of her first name brought about an unexpected intimacy between them, but she said nothing to correct him.

      “You’re right.” She rubbed at her bruised arms, wincing when she touched her ribs. “But I cannot ask you to be with me at every moment.”

      His expression turned thoughtful. “Believe me, it would not be a hardship.” A sudden warmth suffused her at his words, and she reminded herself once again that they would be friends and nothing more.

      When they reached the main hall, he paused a moment. “If you want me to escort you back to your room, I would be glad to. Or, if you would prefer to be surrounded by people, I understand there will be card games in the parlor.”

      The logical choice was to lie down and rest after she’d been shoved down the stairs. And yet, the idea of being alone in her room made her wary. Someone could still break inside, and there would be no one to hear her call out for help.

      “I suppose I’ll join the others in cards.” At least then, she would be in a public place where no one could harm her.

      “Lady Marjorie tells me that you are an outstanding whist player.”

      She wasn’t about to boast so simply shrugged. “I have played the game often.” It was scandalous enough that she played cards in secret. Her adopted father would be outraged if he knew that she excelled at the games. But she’d always been able to use reasoning and memory to make decisions on when to play a trump.

      “Would you like to be my partner?” he inquired.

      “I don’t believe that would be wise. If you are truly here to find a bride, you should use this as a chance to become better acquainted with a wealthy young lady. Not me.”

      They stopped in front of the parlor where men and women were beginning to choose partners. The ladies had paired up together and the gentlemen chose their own tables. It was safer that way, Jane thought. At least she would not have to worry about a pair of green eyes studying her with unconcealed interest.

      And she could ignore the pounding of her own heart.
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      Devon played to win, much to his partner’s delight. He and Teddy Lockwood played hand after hand, and it did seem that luck was with him tonight.  Oddly enough, he was hardly paying any attention. Instead, he was staring across the room at Miss Hawkins, who appeared to be winning against her opponents.

      Jane stood out from the other young ladies, not only because of her sensible dark blue gown, but also because of her severe updo. The other young women were beautifully dressed in silks with jewels adorning their throats and wrists. And yet, Jane’s eyes gleamed with the spark of competition. Her cheeks were flushed and she had a small pile of coins before her.

      “You have the devil’s own luck it seems.” Jack tossed in his hand of cards and glared at Devon.

      “Perhaps I have a ghost whispering secrets in my ear.” It wasn’t true, but he didn’t mind poking fun at his friend.

      “Don’t say ghost,” Michael Beck complained.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that was true.” Jack leaned back in his chair and shook his head at his partner.

      “But before we start another hand,” Michael began, “and before I lose more money, tell me what else you’ve learned about Miss Hawkins.”

      Devon didn’t know why the sudden interest, but he straightened. “Why do you ask?” He felt a protective instinct toward Jane and didn’t want either of the men eyeing her.

      Michael reached for the cards and began shuffling the deck. “If she is indeed an heiress, you’re not the only man here with an interest.”

      Beneath the table, his hands curled into fists. He didn’t know what had provoked the surge of jealousy, but he didn’t want anyone bothering Jane. His friends exchanged knowing looks, and Michael dealt the next hand.

      “Don’t even consider it,” Devon warned. “She’s a lady, one who deserves better than the likes of you.” Or himself, if the truth be known. Still, he didn’t want these men bothering her.

      “Try not to kill them before we’ve finished the next hand,” Teddy interrupted. “We are winning, after all.” He picked up his cards and leaned back in his chair.

      “Turn your attention back to Lady Cassandra and away from Miss Hawkins,” Devon warned Jack. “And as for you—” He gave a hard stare to Michael “—find another heiress. Miss Hawkins doesn’t believe she’ll inherit much of anything.”

      Yet, even as he spoke the words, he had his doubts. Anyone who would go to such lengths to drive Jane away from Castle Keyvnor—locking her in the wine cellar and pushing her down the stairs—had a strong reason. And he believed that it involved the secret of her father.

      What if her father was supposed to be the true heir instead of Allan Hambly? It might change everything.

      Devon didn’t know what the reasons were, but he fully intended to protect Jane until the will was read. Only then would they know why someone was trying to harm her.

      “You’re still staring at her, Lancaster.” Teddy pointed to the cards in front of Devon. “And it’s your turn.”

      He was about to pick up his hand when he saw an older matron standing in front of Jane. The woman was chastising her for some reason, and Jane looked taken aback by her words. She stood from her chair, putting down her cards.

      “I’ll be back in a moment,” Devon said, tucking a deck of cards into his coat pocket. He didn’t know what was happening, but he crossed the room in a few paces before Jane could leave.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked her quietly.

      Jane was about to answer, but then the matron cut her off. “Of course not. Miss Hawkins clearly doesn’t understand that gently bred women do not gamble.”

      “You’ve lost money, then?” he predicted.

      The stout woman rested her hands upon her waist. “I would never consider wagering in cards. It’s simply not done.”

      To Jane, Devon asked, “How much did she lose?”

      She shrugged. “Her daughters, Lady Samantha and Lady Cassandra, played against Marjorie and me. We were only making small wagers.”

      “Any wagers at all are inappropriate,” the woman insisted. “And if you were from a decent family, you would know this.”

      Jane’s expression held a brittle smile, but she stood from the gaming table and excused herself, leaving the coins behind. “Marjorie, you can see to it that Lady Widcombe receives everything back.”

      Her face was flushed, but she strode toward the door. Devon tried to slow her down. “You aren’t going to let her spoil your evening, are you?”

      “I think my day was most thoroughly spoiled already.” She moved past him and walked into the hallway. He followed while she hastened toward the stairs. Once she reached them, she stopped and regarded him. “What are you doing, Mr. Lancaster?”

      “Exactly what I promised. I said I would ensure that you were safe. Unless you believe this staircase is safer than the last one?”

      Her eyes filled with tears, and she rested her hands on the bannister. “I don’t know what to think anymore. Right now I want to go cry in my room, but I don’t think I can do even that.”

      He offered his handkerchief. “I could take you someplace safe, for now. Perhaps the library or even the chapel, if you like.”

      She dabbed at her eyes and nodded. “The library, then. But I want you to first ensure that there are no men lurking about. And I want the door to be propped open so we aren’t locked inside.”

      “I heartily agree.” He walked with her down the hallway, guiding her in the right direction. It was getting late, and the candlelight cast shadows against the lofted ceilings. Devon thought he caught a glimpse of the Tudor ghost smiling at them from high above the Hall. It was unnerving, but he tried to ignore it.

      Right now, he wanted Jane’s day to end better than it had begun. They continued walking through the hallway until they reached the library. Devon opened the door for her, and the moment Jane saw the interior, she smiled. The high ceiling was made of a rich wood with ribbed vaulting. Long wooden columns spanned the distance to the floor, and there was a second level of bookshelves with a walkway and balcony running down the length of the room.

      “There must be hundreds of books in here,” Jane breathed. She appeared delighted by the sight of them, and her tears were momentarily forgotten. For a few minutes, she browsed through the bookcases, and Devon noticed the arrival of the Tudor ghost. The spirit beamed at them, his blue eyes twinkling as he took a position on the second floor of the library. He rested his hands upon the balcony, as if enjoying a play.

      Devon wasn’t certain if Jane could even see the ghost but decided not to mention it. After everything that had happened, he didn’t want her to be terrified of the meddling spirit.

      “Feeling better?” he asked. Jane trailed her fingertips over the books and then turned back to face him.

      “A little.” She offered him his handkerchief back and admitted, “This has been the worst day I’ve ever had.”

      There were two wingback chairs beside one of the bookcases with a table between them. Devon motioned for her to sit down a moment, and then he withdrew the deck of cards he’d brought from the parlor. “Would you care to play a round of German whist?”

      She studied him with an amused gaze. “Lady Widcombe said it’s not ladylike to gamble.”

      “Only because her daughters were losing. I don’t lose,” Devon said.

      As he’d hoped, her eyes lit up with the challenge. “Only because you’ve never played against me.”

      Devon began shuffling and dealing out the cards, and Jane glanced toward the door. “Do you suppose we ought to fetch a chaperone? It’s not right to be alone. Perhaps we should get two more players.”

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t planning to stay that long. Only for a few hands. But if you don’t feel safe with me…”

      Jane shook her head. “No, I suppose you’re right. You’ve gotten me out of many scrapes thus far.” She picked up her cards and studied them for a moment while he flipped up the trump card. He set the stack of undealt cards to the side

      “Spades,” he remarked. He studied her for any sort of reaction, but she appeared too interested in sorting her cards.

      She led her first card, a queen of diamonds. He trumped it with a nine of spades. “My trick.”

      But she only gave him a slight smile. He collected the top card from the deck, and the game progressed round by round, until they were down to the last eight cards. She had played with strategy, discerning which were his weaker suits, until the deck was nearly gone. All the while, he could hardly take his gaze off her.

      Jane lit up from within as she competed during the game. At one interval, she tucked one foot beneath her skirts, pondering her hand. She bit her lip, deciding which card to play, and the gesture drew his attention back to her mouth.

      Which made him want to kiss her again.

      Abruptly, she laid down the ace of spades. “You’ve lost, Mr. Lancaster.”

      “There are several more rounds,” he countered, tossing away a two of spades. “It’s not over yet.” They both were tied with equal tricks taken. But for the life of him, he could barely remember which cards had been played. He’d been too distracted by her.

      Jane smiled and laid down the king, queen, and jack of spades. “It is most definitely over. I win.”

      He tossed his hand and leaned back in the chair. “I would say we both won.”

      “How do you mean?” She gathered the cards and began to shuffle them.

      “I made you smile again.”

      Her expression faltered, but then her mouth softened. “You did try to redeem my horrid day.” She set aside the deck and added, “I never imagined it would be like this.” He waited for her to continue, and she added, “I thought I could come to Castle Keyvnor and remain in the background where no one would notice me.”

      “Any man would notice you,” Devon countered. “Unless he was dead.”

      At that, the ghost coughed heavily and shook his head. Devon had nearly forgotten about the specter, and he acknowledged, “Or even those who are dead. Perhaps the ghosts of this castle have noticed you.”

      Now the Tudor ghost smiled and began to preen. He pulled out a lute and plucked a few strings. Jane leaned her head to the side. “Do you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” He wanted to know exactly what she was sensing, for truthfully, he had no idea whether the ghost was real or not.

      “The music.” Her face furrowed, and she listened harder. “I can’t tell where it’s coming from. It almost seems to be coming from the top floor of the library. Is someone there?”

      “I don’t see anyone.” The last thing he wanted was to terrify Jane with the vision of a matchmaking specter. Devon sent a pointed look toward the ghost, who then disappeared inside one of the bookcases.

      “It reminds me of Renaissance music,” Jane said. “A little old fashioned, but lovely.” Her face brightened, and the face of the Tudor ghost emerged from the wood. He appeared quite pleased with himself.

      A strange idea occurred to him, but Devon asked, “Would you care to dance?”

      “What, here?” Jane laughed and glanced around.

      He took a step closer and held out his hand. “Why not? Since you’ve had such a difficult day. It might be fun.”

      Jane was still amused by the idea but shrugged. “All right, then.” She took his hand, and he put his other hand at her waist. The ghost played a more lilting song, and Devon led her into a country dance. She curtseyed to him, and they promenaded the length of the library. They walked in circles around one another while the ghost’s music grew more lively. Devon spun her around, and she couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Never in my life have I danced in a library,” she admitted, as they strolled in the opposite direction.

      “You dance very well for a vicar’s daughter.”

      “It’s Marjorie’s fault. She made me come to dancing lessons with her, but sometimes I had to take the gentleman’s part. If I make a mistake, that’s why.”

      “You dance very well, Jane.”

      She faltered a moment and chided him, “You should call me Miss Hawkins.”

      “I should, but I don’t want to. And you may call me Devon.” He spun her again, and this time, she caught his shoulders for balance, laughing again.

      “I will not,” she argued. But she was still smiling at him. “I’m getting dizzy with all this spinning.”

      The music ended, and another tune began, this one mournful and melodic. He stopped dancing but continued to hold on to her waist. Jane was smiling, but when she looked into his eyes, her smile faded.

      “Why are you staring at me?” she murmured.

      “You know why.” His hand moved up her spine, and he wanted nothing more than to kiss her again. He wanted to cup her nape, drawing those soft lips to his, and falling beneath her spell. Her blue eyes held uncertainty, but he leaned in and stole a kiss anyway.

      “Mr. Lancaster, don’t,” she protested. “I am not the woman you want.”

      “Devon,” He corrected. “And you are exactly the woman I want. How can you doubt that?” He kissed her again, tasting the sweetness of her tongue and drawing her body against his. He continued to move with her, leading her into the scandalous waltz while the music played above them.

      For a moment, she kissed him back, and that was enough to push him past the edge. His hunger roared within him, to touch this beautiful woman and make her feel the same way he did.

      But a second later, she pushed him back. “No. I can’t do this.” Her eyes held fear, and she reached trembling fingertips to her swollen lips.

      “Why not? You don’t seem to mind it when I kiss you.”

      “Because you’re not going to marry a woman like me,” she said quietly. “We both know it.”

      He couldn’t say anything in reply, for she might be right. There was no way of knowing what would happen between them. But he didn’t want to admit that.

      “We’ve only known each other two days,” he said. “It’s too soon to worry about marriage or anything of that nature. Is it not enough to get to know one another?”

      “Not like this.” She rested her palms upon his beating heart. “I cannot let you kiss me again.”

      “You don’t have to be afraid of me,” he said. “I would never touch you against your will.” Never in his life had he harmed a woman, and he wasn’t about to start now.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Jane whispered. “I’m afraid of myself.”  She lowered her gaze, revealing her shyness. “When I let you touch me, I lose sight of everything right and wrong. It’s as if the ground beneath my feet falls away. And I understand how my mother was seduced. I don’t want to be like her. I can’t.” With that, she stepped away from him. “I will not let myself fall into the same temptation she did.”

      “I wasn’t seducing you.” He didn’t want her to think that he was going to push her too far. “It was only a kiss.”

      She took another step toward the door and then turned back. “To you, it was. But to me, it was much, much more.”

      After she had gone, Devon glanced up at the ghost, who appeared sympathetic. “The music was a nice touch. But it seems I’ve made a mess of things.”

      “Aye, you have,” the ghost replied. “Desire doth clip the wings of the heart when it is forced too soon.”

      “What is your name?” Devon asked. “Were you the one beheaded in the courtyard?”

      The ghost glowered at him. “I am Benedict. And thou shouldst not ask questions about a man’s death. It is quite rude.”

      “I suppose it is rather personal,” Devon agreed. “Well, what now, Benedict? Should I find another lady instead? This one doesn’t appear to want me.”

      The ghost floated down to the first level. “A woman’s words show not what it is her heart. And only a fool would walk away from one so fair.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Jane spied Marjorie’s father, Lord Banfield, walking through the garden. Right now, she needed answers that only he could give. He must have known who her father was if he had arranged to bring her to Castle Keyvnor.

      He passed by the hedge maze, and she hurried to catch up to him. “Lord Banfield, might I speak with you for a moment?”

      The earl stopped and turned around. “Miss Hawkins,” he greeted her. “Is something the matter?”

      Jane caught up to him and asked, “I wanted to ask you about what happened at breakfast yesterday morning. Mr. Hunt seemed to think I was here for the will reading.” She paused a moment. “But that’s not at all why I came. I thought I was meant to be Marjorie’s companion.”

      His face turned troubled, and he shrugged. “I can’t really say, Miss Hawkins. Mr. Hunt will handle those matters. It’s likely nothing of concern.” He started to walk toward the maze, but she cut him off.

      “But it is.” Jane wasn’t about to let him leave without the answers she wanted. “Someone locked me in the wine cellar yesterday. And later, a servant knocked me down the stairs. It might have been the same man, but I cannot be sure.”

      She had his attention now, and Lord Banfield appeared shocked. “Why would anyone do such a thing?”

      Jane shook her head. “I thought you might know. But whoever did it is trying to force me to leave Castle Keyvnor.” She explained what had happened in the turret about the woman and the screaming.

      He paled. “I think you may have been in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “And what about the wine cellar?  Why would anyone care about someone like me, enough to threaten me like this? Or push me down the stairs?” She shook her head. “It has to do with my father. I’m certain of it.”

      She took a deep breath and studied Allan Hambly. Although they had never been close, she knew he’d been responsible for giving her to her adopted parents. “Who was he, Lord Banfield? I must know.”

      The earl regarded her for a long moment. “I suppose you do have the right. But…it is very complicated.”

      She walked alongside him as he led her through the garden. When he was certain that no one was eavesdropping, he said, “Your father came to visit Regina and I, many years ago. He and his wife were estranged.”

      A flush came over her cheeks when she caught his meaning. “So his wife did not come with him, did she?”

      “No. And from the moment he set eyes upon your mother, he was enchanted by her. Emily Hawkins was a governess for a family who lived in the townhouse next to ours. I don’t even remember why she came to our house that day, but from the moment he saw her, it was as if he were under a spell. He wasn’t supposed to stay long with us, but his visit extended for a fortnight.”

      “He betrayed his wedding vows,” Jane whispered. “And my mother allowed it.”

      “I think she was not accustomed to such attention. He gave her jewels and baubles. Sent her flowers and took her out driving.” The earl’s tone held remorse. “She made him feel young again.”

      At that, her stomach twisted, and she feared what he would say then. “You never told me his name. Who was he?”

      Lord Banfield met her gaze squarely. “He was Jonathan Hambly, the late Earl of Banfield. And you are his only surviving daughter.”
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      Devon joined his friends for a game of billiards in the early afternoon, but his mind was not on the game. He knew that he was spending too much time with Jane Hawkins, but he hardly cared. With each moment he spent at her side, he liked her more. She fit into his arms and it felt natural to spend time with her. And most of all, he felt as if he could speak openly with her, without any pretenses.

      But he knew how badly his family would react if he told them he wanted to court a vicar’s daughter. They would ridicule him and cast disparaging remarks about Jane. She would be miserable, and he didn’t want others to look down on her.

      Regardless of her birth, she had an inner strength that attracted him. Most women would have required smelling salts after yesterday’s events. Instead, Jane had managed to overcome her fears, dancing with him in the library.

      Until he’d kissed her again.

      He’d been unable to resist her, needing to feel the softness of her mouth beneath his. Every time he touched her, he felt the need to bring her closer. She’d said that she was afraid of herself, afraid of becoming like her mother.

      Whereas he was afraid to let her go.

      Devon knew Jane was unlike other women. And he had a feeling that from now until the day he married, he would be unable to get her out of his mind. She haunted him, just as surely as the ghosts haunted this castle.

      He took a shot with his cue ball, but missed the red ball badly. His friend, Jack, narrowed his gaze. “You’re out of sorts, aren’t you, Lancaster?”

      “I’ve a lot on my mind.” He waited for Jack to take his turn at billiards.

      After the soft clack of the ivory ball, his friend regarded him. “This is about the woman, isn’t it? The one I thought was a servant.”

      “She’s a vicar’s daughter,” he told him.

      Jack let out a sigh. “Out of all the women here, why her? She’s not at all the sort of lady you wanted. Quite ordinary, isn’t she?”

      Devon’s fists clenched. “I might say the same about Lady Cassandra.”

      There was no mistaking the sudden rage on St. Giles’s face. “If you did, I’d skewer you with this cue, Lancaster.”

      Devon set his cue down and let out a gruff sigh. “No need for us to fight about it. It seems we’re both having ill luck with women.” He had lost the game to Jack, and when his friend invited him for another, Devon declined.

      Jack picked up the ivory balls and set them back into a box. “I don’t think the problem is finding a woman. It’s a matter of convincing her that we are honorable men.”

      Devon snorted at the irony of Jack’s statement. More likely Jane was convinced he had no intentions toward her, save seduction. Even if she did turn out to be an heiress, she would believe he wanted her only for her money.

      Did it truly matter whether she was an heiress? His property was humble, as was the small house upon it. He’d always imagined himself marrying a woman who would help him restore the house and lands, building them into a grand estate.

      But perhaps he was simply trying to prove something to his brothers—that despite being the youngest, he was a man of worth. And yet, he was trying to rely on someone else to build his fortune. It wasn’t right.

      His mind was burdened with heavy thoughts, and he poured himself a glass of brandy. Both he and Jane were cut from the same cloth—neither one with a fortune—and neither one daring to reach for what they truly wanted.

      He finished his brandy and set the glass aside. In the morning, he would talk to her again and discover whether there was any chance at all for them.
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      It was difficult to avoid Devon Lancaster, but Jane had managed it by going on an outing to the local village of Bocka Morrow. The idea of escaping the castle, even for a few hours, was a welcome one. There were several young women who joined Marjorie and her, including Lady Samantha, Lady Claire—whom she had not met before—and a maid. One of the older footmen accompanied them into the village, though truthfully Jane doubted if Bronson could do much to defend them. Several times, she glanced behind and saw that he had a sour expression on his face as if he had better things to do than accompany a group of ladies shopping.

      The steep walk downhill to the fishing village was slightly perilous, given the rain from the day before. Jane was careful with her footing, for the cobblestone streets were slick. The scent of fish was redolent in the air, and she wrinkled her nose.

      “I’m not certain there will be any shops here,” she told Marjorie. “It looks very small.” Even the lanes were narrow, hardly large enough for a cart and horse to pass through. The overhanging roofs did offer shelter, in case the rain returned.

      They passed by an inn called The Mermaid’s Kiss, and Jane drew her shawl around her shoulders while the ladies gossiped. Right now, she hadn’t said much to anyone, for her mind was still spinning from Lord Banfield’s revelation.

      She was the illegitimate daughter of the late earl. The knowledge staggered her with a blend of emotions. She would never know her father, and part of her was angry with him for seducing her mother. Why had Emily succumbed to the affections of an older man who was still married? Had Jonathan ever known she existed? Had Lord Banfield told him anything at all?

      He must have, if she was in the will. Her stomach twisted with nerves, not because of any possible inheritance, but because it would make her into a spectacle. Everyone would know she was born out of an affair, and others would resent any portion she received.

      But someone else knew the secret, and that someone wanted her gone. The easy way out was to leave Castle Keyvnor. And yet, that was the coward’s path.

      If her father had seduced and abandoned her mother, then he did owe Emily something. He had wronged her, and Jane only wished her mother were alive to receive that portion.

      It would be small, no doubt, but that didn’t matter. She would use it to repay her adopted parents for taking care of her all these years. John and Mary had loved her as their own child, and she wanted to ensure that they had enough to live in comfort for the remainder of their days.

      “Oh look,” Marjorie breathed, pointing to one of the apothecary shops. “Let’s go inside.”

      Jane had no idea why her friend would want to visit the apothecary, but she shrugged. It was one of the few shops in the village, so that was likely why. She followed her inside, and the moment they entered the shop, the scent of herbs enveloped them. Jane saw bunches of rosemary and sage hanging from the ceiling, and along the back wall were rows of jars.

      She was expecting to see a man, but instead, an older woman smiled and greeted them. Her long black hair was streaked with gray and it hung across her shoulders. Her skin was pale and wrinkled, but it was her hands that drew Jane’s attention. She caught a glimpse of painted blue symbols upon the woman’s fingers and knuckles. The ancient markings both fascinated and frightened her.

      “Are you the apothecary?” Marjorie asked with a smile.

      The old woman shook her head. “No, my father was. He taught me the healing arts, and I have been working here since I was a young girl. I am Brighid.”

      The shop door swung open, and a young woman with unruly strawberry blond curls entered. “Hello, Elethea.” She nodded toward the woman in greeting. Then Brighid’s kindly smile returned to Jane. “Is there anything I can help you find, ladies?”

      “In a little while, perhaps.” Marjorie walked over to a basket filled with bars of soap. She picked one up and smelled it. “Oh, this is heavenly. Jane, come and see what you think.”

      She took the bar of soap and the moment she inhaled the scent, it reminded her of an exotic moonlit garden. The floral aroma seemed almost sensual, and it took an effort for her to set it down.

      “It is made from a rare jasmine plant,” Brighid said. “It also contains sandalwood, orange essence, primrose, rose, and cinnamon oils.” With a glance back at Jane, she added, “It would suit you very well, miss. The soap is very fine in quality, and the women who have used it have told me that their husbands…enjoy the aroma.”

      Jane wasn’t quite certain what the woman meant by that, but she did love the perfume of the soap. She couldn’t help but touch it once again. There was a softness to the texture, one that made her wish she could buy it. “It is wonderful,” she agreed, tracing the surface of the soap. It was so very different from the hard lye soap she was accustomed to. But then, she couldn’t afford small luxuries like this.

      Brighid handed a different bar of soap to Marjorie. “And for you, I suggest this one. It has stronger notes of rose and similar ingredients.”

      Marjorie sniffed the second bar and nodded. “Oh, you’re right. I do like this very much.” She handed it over to Jane, who detected the blend of rose and cinnamon. “Isn’t it delicious?”

      Some of the other ladies were looking at packets of herbal tea, and Jane saw Lady Claire speaking with Elethea, though she could not say what they were talking about. She waited for them to finish their purchases, and to her surprise, she saw Marjorie hand both bars of soap to the healer. “We’ll take them both. Jane, you may have the jasmine one.”

      “Very good,” the old woman said. She wrapped each bar of soap in brown paper and tied one with a green ribbon and the other with rose.

      “Marjorie, truly, it’s not necessary.”

      “It will be my gift to you. After all, I dragged you across Cornwall. It’s the least I can do.” She handed over the bar of soap with a broad smile.

      “I would advise you both to be very careful when you use the soap,” Brighid warned. “The perfume may draw the attention of a particular gentleman.” Her gaze turned to the footman, and she narrowed her eyes. Bronson folded his arms and glared right back at her. Jane hid her smile, for she doubted if any soap could ever draw the attention of a man like him. He was nearly old enough to be her grandfather.

      “Excellent,” Marjorie declared. “That is exactly what I was hoping for.” Dropping her voice to a whisper, she said, “Only if I can find a handsome one who suits me well.”

      Jane tucked the bar of soap into her reticule and quietly thanked her friend. “You didn’t have to do this, Marjorie. But I love the soap very much.”

      Her friend brightened and linked her arm with Jane’s. “We are going to have a grand time today. And perhaps after we have a meal, we might go in search of the gypsies. I’ve heard that Lady Charlotte had her fortune told.”

      Jane remembered meeting Lady Charlotte earlier. The young woman was exuberant and charming, and Jane had liked her very much. But the idea of seeking out gypsies to have her fortune told was not at all appealing. Truth to tell, she didn’t think they would find anything good about her future.

      “Perhaps tomorrow,” she said to Marjorie. “It’s getting late.” And tomorrow she would find a reason not to go.

      “All right.” Her friend didn’t seem deterred at all. “I am starving. We should go and get something to eat. Perhaps at the inn we passed earlier.”

      The others agreed, except for Lady Claire, who had an errand to run and departed with her maid and Elethea. Jane went along to the inn, though she wasn’t particularly hungry. Right now, she felt distracted more than anything else.

      She felt the outline of the bar of soap through her reticule and decided that tonight she would take a hot bath and enjoy the soft lather. Just thinking of the relaxing water brought a smile to her face. But as she held the bar, a sudden image came over her, of warm skin and slick water. She imagined a man’s hands moving over her, washing her shoulders…his broad hands slipping down to her breasts.

      The jolt of desire caught her by surprise, and she dropped her reticule on the cobbled streets. Her cheeks burned as she picked it up, but she recalled the healer’s warning that women’s husbands enjoyed the soap.

      Oh dear. She feared she now understood exactly what that meant.
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      After luncheon, Jane felt terribly awkward when, once again, Marjorie paid for her food. She slowed her pace after they left The Mermaid’s Kiss and let the others continue on the steep road leading back to Castle Keyvnor. The footman kept a slight distance away from them, but he kept guard.

      “Marjorie,” Jane said quietly. “Truly, you don’t have to pay for everything. It makes me uncomfortable.” They had been friends long enough that she could be wholly honest with her.

      But Marjorie got a mischievous look in her eyes. “Mr. Hunt didn’t tell you, did he?”

      “Tell me what?”

      Marjorie linked her arm in Jane’s and said, “You must promise not to say anything. But I heard that you’re to receive a very large portion from the late Lord Banfield. Enough to make you a true heiress! Isn’t that wonderful?”

      A sinking feeling caught in her stomach, and Jane couldn’t quite find the words to respond. Her friend blinked a moment and said, “Jane, are you not feeling well? I’ve just told you that you’re to inherit a large portion, and you’re not delighted by this?”

      She hesitated, wondering if she dared to tell Marjorie the truth. “Did he tell you why?”

      Her friend shook her head. “But I still don’t understand why you aren’t thrilled by this.” She eyed her more closely. “You know the reason, don’t you? And you haven’t told me your secret.”

      Jane let out a sigh. “I only found out earlier today.” Marjorie would be hurt if she didn’t tell her, so she confessed, “Lord Banfield told me who my real father is.”

      Her friend brightened at the news and leaned closer. “Tell me everything.”

      “It seems that…my mother had an affair with Jonathan Hambly, the late Earl of Banfield, after his wife went mad. She became pregnant with me, but he could never acknowledge me as his daughter.” Jane lifted her gaze to Marjorie. “He may be providing for me now, but it won’t stop the scandal. Everyone will know that my mother was ruined by him.”

      Marjorie linked her arm in Jane’s, her face sympathetic. “I do understand. But you are not at fault for his choices. And I, for one, am glad that you will receive part of his fortune. You deserve it, Jane.”

      Just then, the first raindrops began to fall. Bronson had brought two umbrellas. He hurried over to Lady Samantha, and then opened another umbrella to shielded Jane and Marjorie from the rain.

      “You are an angel, Bronson,” Marjorie proclaimed. Jane smiled at him gratefully, but he still did not respond with pleasantries—a grunt was his only answer.

      Lady Samantha hurried up the embankment, muttering an unladylike curse when her footing slipped. She was farther ahead than the rest of them, trying to get out of the rain with the maid. In another minute, they saw she had nearly reached the castle entrance.

      “We’ll have to be careful,” Marjorie warned. “It’s very slippery along that pathway.” She took slow steps, trying to avoid the mud.

      Jane followed her example, but then the footman lost his balance. The umbrella went toppling from his hand, and he grabbed hold of her, trying to break his fall. Jane went skidding down the hillside, landing hard.

      She winced at the realization that the muddy stains would never come out of her gown, and it was one of the nicer ones she owned.

      “Jane, are you all right?” Marjorie asked.

      “I’m fine. But I’m not so certain about Bronson.” The older footman was on his hands and knees, facing downward. Jane tried to get up from the mud and asked, “Are you all right, Mr. Bronson?”

      He gave no answer, but kept his head lowered. Beneath his breath, he appeared to be muttering something, but she couldn’t quite tell what it was.

      “Marjorie, come and help me with him.” Her friend took careful steps down the hill until she reached the footman’s side.

      “Bronson, we’re going to help you stand up.” Jane moved to his right side and told Marjorie, “You take the left side.”

      But the moment she touched his shoulders, his fist shot toward Marjorie’s face. Her friend let out a cry of pain before Bronson struck her again and she fell silent. Jane screamed, but he jerked her to her feet, clamping his hand over her mouth. His skin smelled of dirt and rain, and she was horrified to realize that this had all been a ruse.

      “You aren’t supposed to be here,” he growled.

      Dear God, she knew that voice.  Panic clawed at her throat when she realized that he was the one who had locked her in the wine cellar and tried to throw her down the stairs. But why? What had she ever done to Bronson?

      He kept his hand over her mouth, dragging her off the path and toward the edge of the hillside overlooking the sea. Below her, Jane saw waves swirling against the rocks, the foam circling the surface like boiling water.

      She struggled against him, and he tightened his grip. “Stop fighting. It will all be over soon. She’ll never know about you.”

      Over soon? And who was he talking about? His words spurred her harder, and she struggled with all her strength, kicking at him and trying to free herself. She would not stand here and let this madman throw her off a cliff.

      Back on the pathway, she saw Marjorie standing immobile. If Bronson saw her, he might turn his anger toward her friend. Jane tried to point toward the castle, hoping her friend would understand her silent plea.

      Go and bring back help.
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      It was pouring down rain and there was no sign of Jane. Devon knew she had gone to Bocka Morrow with a small group from the castle, but it seemed that the others had already returned.

      Everyone except Lady Marjorie and Jane, that is. He asked if anyone had seen the two, and Lady Claire admitted, “They were just behind me. I know Lady Marjorie was talking about the gypsy camp. They might have gone back to look for it. She said she wants to have her fortune told tomorrow. But don’t worry, they had Bronson to guide them back.”

      It should have reassured him, but with the terrible weather, Devon wasn’t so certain. Every instinct warned him to go after Jane and find her.

      He gave orders for his coat, hat, and an umbrella. Before the servant arrived, he felt frigid air settling around his shoulders. Devon glanced up and when the cold retreated, he saw the ghost, Benedict. The specter grimaced and pointed toward the door. It seemed that his worries were founded, and once the servant returned with his coat, he hurried outside. The ghost led him in the direction of the path toward Bocka Morrow. The hillside was slick from the rain, but he allowed the ghost to guide him.

      Just then, he saw Lady Marjorie running toward him. Her bonnet was gone, and her hair was soaked around her shoulders. Mud coated her gown, and her eyes gleamed with panic. “Jane needs help. Please hurry!”

      She tried to run back, but her footing slipped, and she hit the ground hard. “Don’t worry about me—just go! I’ll get more help.”

      He obeyed, following the path until he saw Bronson holding Jane a few steps away from the edge of the cliff. She was fighting to free herself, but the footman was standing behind her with one arm across her throat, the other around her waist.

      Devon didn’t hesitate, but ran as hard as he could, heedless of the rain and the muddy path. “Let her go, Bronson.” The footman was muttering to himself, and he couldn’t quite make out the words. Devon took a few steps closer, seeing the wild fear in Jane’s eyes.

      “You have no reason to harm her. She’s done nothing to you.”

      “She was born,” Bronson shot back. “She never should have been alive. Not when my mistress tried for so many years to have another child.”

      Devon took a few steps closer, trying not to enrage the footman further. “I think you have Jane confused with someone else. She’s the daughter of a vicar.”

      “She’s a bastard daughter, that’s what she is.” The footman’s eyes gleamed with hatred, and he glanced up at the turret. “My mistress lost her only son. Grieved for him and tried everything to have another. But Lord Banfield betrayed her. He went to another woman.” He tightened his arm, and Jane gasped for air, trying to push him away.

      Devon knew he had only seconds to save her life. The footman had lost his grasp on reality and would not be swayed with words. “You would punish the child for her father’s sins?”

      “My mistress cannot learn that this woman exists. She has been through enough pain. I will not stand by and let this…nobody inherit. I have stood by Lady Banfield all these years as her loyal servant. She must never know the truth.” He stared back at the castle, his gaze resting upon one of the turrets.

      He was speaking about a dead woman as if she were still alive. Devon realized that Bronson had likely been in love with Lady Banfield, but his mind had twisted the past and present together. And whether there was any truth to his words didn’t matter—all Devon’s focus was on saving Jane’s life.

      Bronson started to move toward the edge, and Devon closed the distance, seizing the man and throwing him to the ground. Jane landed beneath the footman, and it took all Devon’s strength to drag the footman’s hands away from her throat. He punched the man in the jaw, pouring his frustration and fury into the fight. Bronson was strong, in spite of his age, but Devon was faster.

      He ripped the man free, forcing him away from Jane. The man swung his fist, and Devon ducked the blow, crushing his own punch into Bronson’s stomach. He didn’t hold back, but when he aimed another blow, the footman tried to scramble away. Bronson slipped, and he skidded backward, striking his head against a stone as he fell. He was motionless, and Jane paled.

      “Is he dead?”

      Devon went to check, but there was still a pulse. “No, he’s unconscious.” He stepped back and helped Jane to her feet. “What about you? Did he hurt you?”

      She touched her throat, and he saw that her hands were shaking. “A little bruised, but nothing serious.” With a rueful smile, she added, “And covered in mud.”

      He cared nothing for that but crushed her into his embrace. Her arms hugged him tightly, and a moment later, he heard servants approaching, along with Lord Banfield and Marjorie.

      “What has happened?” the earl demanded, eyeing the fallen body of Bronson.

      Devon explained, keeping Jane’s hand in his. As he finished his tale, Jane said, “Mr. Lancaster saved my life, Lord Banfield. I am very grateful to him.”

      Marjorie rushed forward and hugged Jane tightly. “I was so afraid for you. I didn’t want to leave you with that madman.”

      “I’m glad you did. You could not have saved me from him.” To Devon, Jane added, “Thank you for coming for me.”

      He lifted her hand to his mouth. “I would never let anything happen to you.”

      The earl glanced at the way they were holding hands, and Devon stood his ground, letting the man know of his interest in Jane. Even though she was safe, his heart was still racing at the thought of what could have happened to her. She had been in true danger, and the footman could easily have thrown her over the side of the cliff. He touched his hand to the small of her back, so thankful she was all right.

      “Let us go back inside,” Lord Banfield said. “Jane, you will want some hot tea and clean clothing.”

      “And a bath, if it’s not too much trouble,” she pleaded. Her arms and face were caked in mud, along with her hair. Devon spied her fallen bonnet and reticule on the ground a few feet away, and he motioned for a servant to fetch them.

      “Of course,” the earl said. “I will see to it.”

      Devon helped her walk up the steep pathway leading back to the castle, and he saw the faint outline of Benedict. I am very grateful, my friend, he thought silently.

      The ghost tipped his velvet cap and then vanished. Jane’s hand tightened upon his, and she whispered, “Did you see—?”

      “Yes,” he answered with a smile. He rested his arm around her waist, in the pretense of helping her keep her balance. The truth was, he needed to touch her, to ensure she was all right. If there were not so many people surrounding them, he would have claimed a kiss. Instead, he had to release her once they reached the safety of Castle Keyvnor.

      But as Jane followed Marjorie down the hallway, she turned back to him. In her eyes, he saw the longing and gratefulness.

      Thank you, she mouthed.
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      An hour later, Jane was seated in a wooden tub, scrubbing the mud from her body. She had sent the maid away, needing time to be alone. Her mind was still spinning from the earlier danger. Although she should now feel safe, since Bronson had been arrested and taken away from the castle, it was difficult to relax.

      She decided to use the jasmine-scented soap, hoping the scent would help to calm her. The maid had left it near the tub, as she’d asked, and Jane unwrapped the brown paper. The moment she touched the soap, she felt her mood shift. She dipped it beneath the water and rubbed it between her palms to form a lather.

      She washed herself, sliding the soap over her shoulders and arms. The aroma did seem to diminish her worries. Jane lathered the soap again and slid her wet palms over her breasts. Her nipples grew erect, and she felt an answering echo of need between her legs. She caught the trace scents of rose, primrose, and cinnamon mingling with the jasmine. Jane lifted her knee out of the water, washing it, and the moment she drew the soap over her leg, the feelings seemed to intensify.

      Though she had meant only to wash herself, the healer’s warning came to mind, about a husband enjoying the soap. She knew that herbs could hold a strong effect, but it startled her that this soap was causing her to become aroused. Her body tingled in every place the lather had touched. When she rinsed the soap away, the restless feelings lingered.

      For a moment, she closed her eyes, imagining Devon’s face. He had gripped her tightly, as if she meant something to him. She was so thankful he had been there to save her from Bronson. And right now, she wanted so desperately to feel his kiss, to be in his arms.

      Her breathing grew unsteady, and she reached for the soap again, allowing it to pull her beneath its invisible spell. She knelt down in the tub, soaping her bare skin. Every time she moved her hands over her breasts, she felt her body yearning for more. She traced the outline of her own nipples, shuddering as the heat rose over her.

      God above, she didn’t understand what was happening, but her need for Devon sharpened. She rinsed away the soap and reached for a towel, hoping the feelings would diminish. Instead, they intensified.

      She dried herself and reached for the nightgown her maid had left. There was a tray of food on a table, for she had asked to dine alone. Everyone else was at dinner and would likely spend the evening gossiping about what had happened to her. She couldn’t face them—not yet.

      Jane put on the nightgown and walked toward the tray of food. A candle burned brightly in a brass chamberstick. As she sat down and toyed with the bread and soup, she found herself mesmerized by the patterned wallpaper. One of the seams didn’t quite line up, and she walked over for a closer look. When she touched it, she heard a faint clicking noise. She pushed at the wall and was startled to see it open like a door into to a dark passageway. A cold gust seemed to press at her shoulders, and she picked up the chamberstick, shielding the candle with her hand as she stepped inside.

      Where did the passageway lead? She followed the spiral stairs to a narrow corridor that stretched in both directions. A few paces to the right, she spied another door with a handle that she could pull. Traces of light gleamed from the edges, and she wondered where the passageway ended. It was a risk to open the door, especially with so many people in the castle, but she couldn’t resist the urge.

      To her surprise, she saw that she was in the library. And on the other side of the room, she saw Devon standing beside a bookcase.

      She must have made a slight noise, for he turned to see her. Jane stepped back into the shadows, and he moved across the room, entering the passageway.

      He closed the door behind him, and the faint light of the candle illuminated the space. “I think there is a matchmaking ghost in this castle. I had intended to join the others at dinner, but I kept feeling cold air around my shoulders and neck. It was unbearable, and it only went away when I left the dining room and came here.”

      His gaze passed over her white nightgown, and she saw his eyes darken with interest. “Should I leave you, Jane?”

      She didn’t want that at all. His very presence made her imagine all the things she had dreamed of earlier. And the need to be in his arms, to feel his kiss upon her mouth, was stronger than any common sense.

      She moved to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. It was the only invitation he needed.
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      In the dark space, no one knew they were here. There was no risk of discovery, and Jane gloried in the sensation when his mouth came down upon hers. His kiss was demanding, reckless in the way he possessed her. She kissed him back with all the fervor in her heart, surrendering to the needs rising within.

      “My God, you smell good,” he breathed, lowering his face to her throat. The scent of jasmine seemed to fill the air, and she gripped his hair, wanting so much more.

      Devon never stopped touching her, and she felt his hands move down her back to her hips. Beneath the nightgown, she wore nothing at all. She knew she ought to feel ashamed of this, but nothing could have stopped her from being with this man.

      Whether it was the herbs within the soap or an enchantment of some kind, she didn’t know. But she loosened the ties of the nightgown, drawing his hand below the fabric. Only his touch seemed to ease the desire, and she needed him desperately.

      Her body was so deeply aroused, she couldn’t help but moan as he kissed her bare shoulder, his mouth moving lower. Her nightgown was falling against one shoulder, and he drew her hips to his. Against the juncture of her thighs, she felt his heated erection, and she wrapped one leg around his waist, not even knowing why.

      He paused a moment, and then lifted her up. Her nightgown was tangled, but he pressed her against the back wall, guiding her other leg around his waist. He kissed her hard, claiming her mouth and her tongue, until she could hardly grasp a coherent thought. There was only this man and the arousal coursing inside her.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me. But I just…needed you so much. Bronson could have killed me today, and I cannot stop thinking of it.”

      “I wasn’t going to let that happen. No matter what.”

      “I knew that, once you arrived. But after Marjorie left to get help, I was terrified that I would die alone.” She kissed him again, offering him the taste of her lips.

      He took from her, answering with his own mouth. When he trailed his lips over her throat, she felt a thousand shivers cross over her, as if her skin were opening beneath him.

      “You’re safe with me,” he murmured. “I promise you.”

      But the words and the kisses weren’t enough. Instead, it felt as if dormant needs had flared to life. She was falling in love with this man, and she wanted so much more.

      Voices of warning started to intrude, but she shoved them back. Right now, she was in the arms of Devon Lancaster, the man whose touch she craved.

      He continued to kiss a path lower, edging the upper swell of her breasts. For a moment, he paused, and she felt her body’s disappointment. She touched his hair, guiding him lower, until his mouth covered her erect nipple.

      The blast of heat roared through her as he licked the edge, gently suckling the tip. The pulling sensation made her moan, and she felt him adjusting her nightgown, freeing her from the twisted fabric.

      “Don’t stop,” she breathed, arching as he sucked hard. Shimmering sensations flooded through her, and she was dimly aware that she was wet between her legs. To her shock, he pressed her back against the wall, moving his fingers between her thighs. She let out a mewling cry, and he began to stroke her intimately.

      The wild feelings grew hotter, and she could hardly bear the sensations. This man’s wicked touch was pulling apart her inhibitions until her breathing was coming in quick gasps. He slid a single finger inside and sucked against her nipple gently biting the tip as he caressed her.

      “Devon,” she pleaded, her voice hardly more than a whisper.

      And then, he slid another finger inside. She was so wet, it didn’t hurt at all. Instead, he seemed to reach inside her, finding every secret desire she’d ever held. He knew how to touch her, how to thrust his fingers as his mouth stimulated her. In the darkness, she lost all control, giving herself over to the pleasure of his touch.

      He was murmuring endearments against her flesh, telling her how much he desired her. “Let yourself go, Jane. Trust that I will hold you.”

      He quickened the pace, his hand stroking and plunging, while his mouth claimed hers once again. She was straining hard, wanting him so badly.

      And then, it seemed as if her body metamorphosed, unfolding as a shudder of sensation rocked through her. She let out a gasp, shaking as the climax rolled over her, her body shattering as his fingers remained buried inside.

      Gently, he lowered her to stand, and her knees buckled. “Help me back to my room,” she bade him.

      Devon reached for the chamberstick with the fading candle and then walked with her back up the stairs. He pulled the door handle and held it so she could enter her bedroom.

      For a moment, she stood beside him, feeling like the melted candle wax. He was going to let her go, but that wasn’t what she wanted.

      No longer did she feel like herself. It was as if the soap contained herbs that deepened every sensation of touch. And if he left her now, she would regret it for the rest of her life.

      Gently, she led him into her room, pulling the secret door shut until it gave a slight click. Devon stood for a moment, his expression heated. “If I don’t go back, Jane, I am never leaving your side. Not tonight. Not ever.”

      The weight of his words broke through to her. She knew he needed an heiress to marry, and her father’s inheritance might provide that. But then again, there was no way of knowing how much she would receive.

      Did she want to marry this man? Did she want to spend her days and nights with him at her side?

      The answer was yes. She could not imagine anyone else. Silently, she moved to the door on the opposite side of the room. He followed her there and was about to turn the knob, when she reached out and turned the key in the lock.

      His hand froze in place, and he stared at her. “Is this what you want?”
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      Never in his life had Devon felt so aroused by a woman. It was as if Jane had stolen away a piece of his soul. She stepped away from the door and pulled the pins from her hair. It fell around her shoulders in a light brown veil that hung to the middle of her back. There was a slight curl to it, and he reached out to touch a few strands.

      Her face was pale but she took his hands and guided them to her loose nightgown. Holding his hands, she helped him push back the fabric until it pooled on the floor, leaving her naked body exposed.

      The scent of her skin was driving him to madness. The aroma of jasmine filled his senses until he was aware of nothing else. He lifted her into his arms and brought her back to the bed. By locking the door, she had given her consent.

      He knew that he ought to stop her now, to leave and let her remain untouched. But her ardent response in the passageway had driven him past the brink. He intended to marry this woman, and devil that he was, he would never turn away from her offering.

      Her body was slender, with full breasts and nipples the color of a spring rose. Her waist dipped before it swelled to hips and a curved bottom that was made for his hands. He needed to taste every inch of her, and he wanted to slide his erection deep into her wet entrance.

      Devon brought her to the bed, laying her down before sitting beside her. He removed his jacket and waistcoat, untying his cravat and pulling his shirt off. Jane reached up to trace his bare skin, her palms moving over his chest.

      “You’re strong,” she said softly. Her fingers outlined his pectoral muscles, and he felt his heart pounding with need. Though he supposed she might be frightened of seeing him fully naked, he was beyond all control. He stripped his breeches and the remainder of his clothes until he was naked. Then he moved atop her, keeping his weight on his forearms.

      Jane smiled at him, and in her blue eyes, he saw trust and desire. She moved her hands down his back to his hips, shifting her body against him so that his manhood thrust between them. The motion made him grit his teeth, for he was stone hard right now. It was all he could do not to lift her knees and sink deep inside her.

      Instead, he turned his attention toward worshipping her body. He kissed a path down to her breasts, flicking his tongue against her nipple until her hands fisted the coverlet. With his hands, he took her hips and tilted them up, sliding his palms over the curve of her bottom. She parted her legs, and he saw the glistening pearl of her.

      “I’m not going to stop touching you,” he warned. “I’m going to fill your body and join with you until you cannot feel anything but me.”
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      Jane didn’t doubt that she was caught beneath a spell of some kind. This man held her in his thrall, and when he bent his mouth to taste her intimately, she bit back a scream. He was gentle, teasing her hooded flesh with his tongue, and he guided her legs over his shoulders. Sensations coursed through her, and she felt her body coming apart. “Devon, I d-don’t know if I can bear this.” She was shaking now, but he never stopped working her flesh with his tongue. The raw sensation overtook her, and she gasped as the flood of release crescendoed through her in a wave of pleasure.

      He let her ride out the storm and then lowered her hips again. Between her legs, she felt the slight pressure of his manhood, and he slowly pressed against her wetness. They fit together easily, and even when he claimed her virginity, she felt almost no pain at all.

      Devon moved slowly, gently sliding in and out. His face held the tension of a man who was riding the edge of arousal. She moved in counterpoint to his thrusts, meeting him, and heard his swift exhale.

      “Careful, Jane,” he warned. “I’m trying to be gentle with you.”

      But she wanted to make him feel the same breathless release she’d been given. She squeezed her inner walls, feeling the pressure of his length, and was rewarded with his groan.

      “Did that hurt you?”

      “God, no. Do it again.”

      She obeyed, squeezing tightly as he entered and withdrew. His mouth came down over her nipple again, and the sensation only deepened the pleasure of having him plunge inside her. She gripped his hair, arching her back as she thrust back. He let out a growl and penetrated again, punishing her by sucking hard against her breast.

      A bolt of heat shot through her, and she lost control of herself. She no longer cared about anything else, but instead, she wrapped her legs around him and encouraged him to move faster.

      This time, he did, and she let him ride her hard, squeezing against his erection as he pumped inside her. She felt him straining, and he demanded, “I want to feel you come apart again. With me inside you.”

      It was strangely empowering to realize that he was not going to claim his own release until she did. She stared into his eyes, letting go of her body, and when he began quickening his pace, he seized her bottom and held her hard as he thrust. She felt the rise of her body, and shifted her legs again, raising higher until she felt him pressing against a sensitive place.

      He sensed what she wanted and continued to hold her while he penetrated her, stroking her on the inside.

      The tide of need swept her under again, and she convulsed beneath him, feeling him grind against her until her body quaked and she trembled with the force of her release. His handsome face was grim, continuing to pump inside her until her tremors stilled. Only then did he spill himself within her.

      Her body jerked with a few aftershocks, but she kept her legs wrapped around him, needing his body upon hers. He remained inside her, and she tried not to let herself worry. He had promised that he would never leave her. And though she had let him seduce her—or perhaps she had seduced him—she told herself that she was not at all like her mother.

      Everything would be different with Devon. He’d said so, hadn’t he?

      But even with their bodies joined together, she couldn’t help but worry that she had made a grave mistake.
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      Devon knew that others were going to come looking for Jane. At the very least, a maid would intrude, and he could not allow her to be embarrassed like that. For a while, he let her sleep, tracing the outline of her sleeping form. She was resting peacefully, and yet, this day could have ended in tragedy.

      Although Lord Banfield had ensured that Bronson was taken into custody, Devon couldn’t let go of his protective instincts. This woman had threaded her way into his heart, and he hardly cared if she was an heiress or not. She was both vulnerable and brave in the face of danger. He could never imagine walking away from her, nor did he want to.

      But at this moment, it was too dangerous to remain in her bed.

      He brushed a soft kiss against her shoulder, coaxing her to roll over. Then he took her in a kiss, aware of when her drowsiness faded and she grew conscious of what they had done.

      In her eyes, he saw the worry, though she rested one hand against his shoulder. “Don’t be afraid,” he said quietly. “It was never my intent for it to go this far. But I do want to marry you, Jane.”

      The tension only heightened, instead of joy. “And what if you find out that I am not an heiress? What if my inheritance is only a handful of pounds?”

      He had already considered this. “It doesn’t matter. We will find a way to get by.”

      Her blue eyes grew uncertain. “Your father may not give permission for you to wed me. If he learns you have offered for a vicar’s daughter—”

      “An earl’s daughter,” he corrected.

      “His by-blow, you mean.” Jane pulled back from him, drawing the covers over her body. She closed her eyes a moment, and admitted, “They will not support a marriage between us.”

      “I do not require my father’s permission to wed, and you are also of age to marry.” He recognized her fears and added, “You don’t have to worry about me leaving you, Jane. I know that I want you.”

      She sat up, still clutching the bedclothes to her body. “You say that now. But if I drive a wedge between you and your family, you will come to resent me. I don’t know what I was thinking, letting this happen.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I let myself fall beneath your spell, believing in stories. But we are from two different worlds.”

      “Don’t,” he warned. Devon sat up and took her hands in his, kissing her again. “You’re allowing fear to rule your head. I want to marry you. The only question you should ask yourself is if you want to wed me.” He stroked her fingers, bringing them to rest on his shoulders.

      “I couldn’t bear it if you grew to hate me,” she said.

      Before he could answer, a knock sounded at the door. “Jane? It’s Marjorie. May I come in?” The doorknob turned, and Devon muttered a curse.

      “Just a moment,” Jane said.

      Devon nodded toward the passage way, telling her without words that he had to leave. He handed Jane her nightgown, swiftly pulling on his clothing as fast as he could. With his clothing unbuttoned, he took his shoes and darted into the passageway, closing the door behind him.

      He should have left, but instead, he heard Jane unlock her room and allow Marjorie to enter.

      “I came to see if you were all right,” Marjorie began. A moment later, she said, “You look dreadful. Your mouth is swollen, and your hair is everywhere.”

      Devon smiled in the darkness, knowing exactly why Jane appeared so bedraggled. He adjusted his clothing, fumbling with the buttonholes in the dark. But he was unprepared when he heard Jane burst into tears.

      “I’m not all right, Marjorie,” she sobbed. “I’m not.”

      He froze in place and heard the young woman offer comforting sounds. “There, there. Of course you’re not. That horrible man tried to kill you, and I was practically useless to help you.”

      But Devon pressed his hand against the cool wall, realizing that Jane was not crying about the danger. She was weeping out of regret.

      He let out a slow sigh, realizing the extent of what he’d done. Jane had come to him, and he’d taken advantage of her innocence, seducing her thoroughly. And now that she was ruined, no doubt she feared she would become the same as her mother.

      He would never let that happen. But it did seem that she had become a reluctant bride, not believing that he would follow through on his word.

      Devon finished dressing in the dark, determined to prove her wrong. She didn’t believe she was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. And how could she believe it, when they had known each other a matter of days?

      Yet, with her, he felt the loneliness fade away. When they had spent the time stranded in the wine cellar together, he was startled to realize that he’d enjoyed being with her. He’d played cards and danced in the library with her, savoring every moment. Why wouldn’t he want to spend months and years at her side?

      Marjorie’s voice drew his attention, and he overheard her say, “Don’t worry about anything, Jane. I promise you, it will be all right.”

      It would be, he vowed to himself. And he intended to speak with Lord Banfield, to ask permission to marry her.

      But first, there were some things he needed to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      
        One day later

      

      “You do not have my permission wed Miss Hawkins,” Lord Banfield said. The earl sat back in a chair, behaving as if Devon were discussing the weather. “I fear you have been misled by Mr. Hunt.”

      Misled? What was the man talking about?

      “I don’t understand.” Devon took a seat opposite the earl. He had spent all of yesterday trying to get an engagement ring for Jane to properly propose to her. Some of his friends had insisted that he pay a visit to the gypsies with them, and he’d gone along. Although he had tried to see Jane during the trip, Lady Marjorie had practically pinned herself to Jane’s side. There was never any moment to get her alone.

      The earl cleared his throat. “Mr. Hunt made it seem as if Jane was to receive a large inheritance from the late Lord Banfield. I understand you learned the truth, that she was his illegitimate daughter. But since we have recently learned that Lady Banfield is not, in fact, dead, the portion Jane was meant to receive may not be hers anymore. It would likely be part of Lady Banfield’s dower property.”

      Devon stared at the earl and realized that Bronson had known all along that Lady Banfield was still alive. The footman had been desperate to keep her from learning about Jane, and his own madness had nearly cost Jane her life.

      “Was it Lady Banfield that Jane heard screaming that day?”

      “It must have been,” the earl agreed. He shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t understand why the servants tried to keep it a secret. It might be they were afraid she would leave her rooms and try to hurt the guests. Or even herself, in a fit of madness.”

      “And Bronson was trying to protect her.”

      The earl nodded. “Indeed.”

      “Then why did Mr. Hunt say nothing to you? Didn’t he know that the dowager countess was still alive?”

      “He did. But he was ordered to say nothing until the will reading. The late earl did not want anyone to know of his wife’s madness.” Lord Banfield folded his arms across his chest. “I am sorry if this alters your plans, but you must not rely upon any sort of inheritance from Jane. She is the adopted daughter of a vicar, and that is all.”

      Instead of feeling disappointment, Devon wasn’t at all deterred. “I need to speak with her.”

      “I am certain you do. But I ask you to be aware that Jane has a tender heart. She does not deserve to be cast aside as her mother was.”

      Devon stood and faced the earl. “Lord Banfield, I apologize if you believed I had less than honorable intentions toward Miss Hawkins. I know she is like another daughter to you.”

      “She is. And for that reason, I will not let any man break her heart. Especially a man whose only interest is in an inheritance.”

      Devon stiffened at the accusation. Though he supposed the earl had every reason to believe this, it wasn’t true at all. “I asked your permission because her adopted father, the vicar, is not here. But even without your approval, I intend to ask her to wed me.” It felt like the right decision, and in this, he would not waver.

      “Even if she inherits nothing but a few pounds?” the earl asked.

      “Even then.” Devon gave the man a nod of acknowledgment. “Now, if you will excuse me, I need to find Miss Hawkins.”

      “She was walking in the gardens with Marjorie, so I heard.” The earl’s expression warmed, and he added, “I am glad to hear that you have not changed your mind, despite her penniless state. Jane deserves to be happy.”

      “If she will marry me, I vow that she will be.”
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      Jane walked through the gardens with Marjorie, feeling like a prisoner while her best friend never stopped talking. She had confided her secret, needing to share her dilemma, and the young woman had sworn not to tell anyone. Even so, she had promised that she would protect Jane—no matter what happened.

      They had reached the steps leading back to the house when a sudden gust of frigid air whipped at her shawl. Jane tried to catch it, but the wind drew it out of her grasp.

      It landed at the feet of Devon Lancaster. He picked it up and held it out, smiling at her. “Would you take a walk with me, Miss Hawkins?”

      Her heart pounded at the sight of him. She had seen him briefly when they had traveled with the others to the gypsy camp, but Marjorie had refused to let her speak to him then. Now, she realized that even a single day apart had made her miss him more.

      But Marjorie had other ideas. “She would rather walk with the devil than walk with you,” her friend shot back.

      “Some have called me that,” Devon admitted. But he extended his arm and asked, “May I speak with you alone, Miss Hawkins?”

      Her face was troubled, and she glanced at Marjorie. Her friend shook her head. “Absolutely not. Jane and I were—” Her words were cut off when a gust of air shoved her sideways. Marjorie yelped, and Jane was stunned to see the Tudor ghost beaming with mischief.

      “Marjorie, I think you’d better go. I will be fine.”

      And protected by a ghost, no less. From the look on Devon’s face, he, too, had seen the spirit.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea.” Her friend started to walk toward them, but the wind picked up again, blowing her bonnet toward the door.

      “Only for a moment,” Jane insisted. And with any luck, the ghost would leave her friend alone. She sent him a pointed look, but the bearded ghost smiled.

      Jane adjusted her shawl and put her hand in the crook of Devon’s arm. He led her toward the arbor, which was covered in climbing pink roses. When they were out of earshot, she whispered, “Did you see the…ghost?”

      “I did. He is Benedict, and I must confess I asked him for his help with Marjorie. I wanted to speak to you yesterday, but she was rather adamant about protecting you. I needed spiritual intervention today.”

      “She is my dearest friend,” Jane said. And after she’d confessed her ruin, Marjorie would have battled an army of ghosts to help her.

      Devon drew her to sit upon a stone bench beside the hedge maze. “I spoke with Lord Banfield this morning, and he did not grant me permission to marry you.”

      Her heart pounded with a sudden burst of anxiety. It seemed as if the blood had stopped flowing from her heart, and a numbness settled over her. Did this mean he was giving up on her?

      “I also learned that there is no ghost in the turret. Lady Banfield was the one screaming, and it alters the will. Only a few people had any idea she was still alive, though Lady Banfield is…incapable of being mistress of Castle Keyvnor.” He had turned serious now, and she lowered her gaze. She didn’t want to hear his next words, and she had a feeling that the worst had come to pass. Her inheritance was worth nothing at all, and he was going to leave her.

      A ringing noise sounded in her ears, and she felt faint. Her hands were freezing, and when he took her palm in his, she hardly felt anything at all.

      “I know what this means,” she whispered.

      “Do you?” His voice held kindness, and the last thing she wanted was to see pity in his eyes. “Look at me, Jane.”

      She hesitated, but a petal blew into her face. The breeze swelled, and before she knew what was happening, more rose petals drifted around her. She finally lifted her gaze to Devon’s and it seemed that a thousand flowers were filling up the air, like snowflakes. The soft aroma of roses surrounded her, and the sight filled her with wonder. She also heard the sound of lute music, and noticed Benedict standing nearby, playing a song for them.

      “Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” Devon asked. From his waistcoat pocket, he withdrew a small gold ring with a ruby and two smaller diamonds. The gold was engraved in a twisting band, and he slid it on her finger.

      She stared at it in disbelief, hardly able to speak. When she did open her mouth, a flower petal stuck to her lips.

      At that, she began to laugh. The Tudor ghost continued to play, and she nearly got a mouthful of flowers. “I cannot answer because there are roses everywhere.”

      The ghost waved his hand and the flower petals drifted to the ground. Devon brushed the flowers away from her face, and she took his hand. “Are you certain this is what you want, Devon? I may not have anything at all, once the will is read. I don’t ever want to come between you and your family.”

      “You will not. But I need you with me, Jane.” He stroked her hair, cupping her face. “If I have to gain the help of a hundred ghosts to make you marry me, I will ask it.” His thumb brushed over her lips, and this time, her quickening pulse had nothing to do with fear—and everything to do with joy.

      “I want to love you, Jane. For each day of the rest of my life, if you will have me.”

      She felt the answering love in her own heart, for this man who had stood by her in danger. “I would like that, Devon.” As soon as she spoke the words, there were no doubts in her mind. This man had never made her feel like less of a woman. He had made her feel more, like a helpmate and a partner who would stand by him always.

      He drew her closer into a more lingering kiss. Above them, the sun shone brightly, and the sound of lute music echoed in the wind.

      And when she drew back from his embrace, more flower petals drifted toward them. She laughed and turned back to the ghost. “You had better stop, Benedict, or there will be no flowers left.”

      The ghost smiled broadly, and she thought she heard the rumbling of laughter before he disappeared into the sunlight.
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        During the will-reading of the late Jonathan Hambly, Lord Banfield

      

      Mr. Hunt cleared his voice and read from the will. “To Jane Hawkins, Lord Banfield bequeaths the estate of Kirkbourne. He regrets that he could never acknowledge you as his daughter, but he hopes that the land will compensate for his indiscretion.”

      Jane blinked a moment, unable to believe what she had just heard. “An estate?” She stared at Devon as if surely she had misheard the bequest.

      Devon took Jane’s hand in his while Mr. Hunt finished reading Lord Banfield’s will. In a low voice he murmured in her ear. “I am happy for you, Jane. But know that it doesn’t matter to me; I would marry you if you had nothing at all.”

      Jane’s hand clenched his, until her engagement ring dug into his flesh. He had never seen her this agitated before. In a hushed whisper, she insisted, “But Lord Banfield said I would inherit very little, since Lady Banfield is still alive.”

      “He wanted us to believe that because he feared I was a fortune hunter. But Lady Banfield already had her dower portion and yours was protected. Only Lord Banfield and Mr. Hunt knew about it.” He caressed her knuckles. “I think he was being protective for your sake, Jane. No one else knew, save Mr. Hunt.”

      “I can’t breathe.” She sat down, fanning herself. “I feel as if I’ve just inherited a kingdom.”

      Devon didn’t tell her that it might as well be that. The Kirkbourne estate had over a thousand acres, and there were sheep, horses, and even mines along the coast. It lay near Bideford, and Jane would never need to worry about money for the rest of her life. It was large enough to bring her adopted parents, the Engelmeyers, to live there, which was important to her. He had already made the decision to settle in Kirkbourne, and he would visit his own property from time to time, leaving it in the hands of his land steward to manage.

      “I am happy for you,” he murmured. “And I think this was your father’s way of atoning for what he did.”

      She squeezed his hand, and her engagement ring gleamed in the light. “I suppose. But I am sorry that my birth had to cause so much sorrow for anyone.” Lady Banfield had learned of her existence and had gone silent for days within the turret.

      “You are not at fault,” Devon whispered. “And I, for one, am very glad of your birth. Whether you were born of a vicar or an earl.” He traced the edge of her ring with his thumb. “I love you, Jane Hawkins.”

      “And I love you.” She smiled at him, covering his hand with her own.

      Devon leaned in to whisper. “Will you dance with me in the library later?”

      “Later,” she promised with a secretive smile. “And every night, for the rest of our lives.”
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        Castle Keyvnor

        1803

      

      She’d been told not to wander.  But the sun shone warm out here and the sky echoed blue against the sea and Castle Keyvnor was such a brooding, gloomy place.  Tamsyn’s papa said it was their duty to visit, however, as he stood to inherit the Banfield earldom—and the castle came with it.

      Such an odd, heavy sort of home.  It sometimes felt as if the walls pressed down on her shoulders.  The gardens were lovely, though, and as Tamsyn had just reached her fifteenth birthday, Nanny had agreed to allow her some time to spend outdoors and away from the schoolrooms and her four younger sisters.

      Never would the nurse have allowed it had she known it was more than a bit of freedom that had lifted Tamsyn’s chin and set her heart to beating.

      Gryff.

      Mr. Gryffyn Cardew, to give him his due.  She sighed.  Tall and broad even at just three years older than she, he’d set her pulse to fluttering the first time they met.  Apparently his family was important in local society and their land shared a narrow border with the old earl’s.  They’d had a quick introduction when his father brought him along to the castle on a bit of business, and there had been an exchange of interested, lingering glances between them.

      And then—an encounter in the local village of Bocka Morrow.  Nanny had been in a tizzy that day, trying to get her errands accomplished with all five girls underfoot.  Gryff, encountering them in the street, had offered to give the girls a tour—and Nanny had gladly accepted.

      He’d taken them rambling all over the little hamlet, from the docks where the fishing boats were unloading, to the shops and even to the dimly lit apothecary where he spooked the younger girls with tales of the wizened proprietress and the odd, blue symbols etched on her fingers.

      They’d met all manner of people that day, but Tamsyn never worried a moment.  Gryff was as tall and sturdy as a young bull.  He listened more than he spoke, although he had a dry wit.  He showed a font of patience with her chattering sisters and she liked the way he greeted all and sundry with familiarity and ease.

      She liked that he spent a great deal of time watching her, too.  And that he answered her questions with attentive speed, and shared several more lingering glances and shy smiles as the day wore on.

      “We’re to see a bit of Lord Banfield’s tin mine tomorrow,” she’d told him before they exchanged farewells—and thank heavens, he’d heard the invitation that she didn’t dare speak outright.  For when they’d left the mine, there he’d come, riding along the coastal track when they headed home.  He’d climbed down and walked with them, and if Nanny had glanced askance when they dropped back behind the girls, she hadn’t objected.  Tamsyn was mad for horses and had greatly admired his mount.  They’d spoken of the local hunt, of racing and purebreds for all the remaining twenty minutes of the walk.

      But today—today was the most thrilling of all.  A note had been left at her plate at breakfast.  An invitation.  He wished to show her a pretty spot in the woods, an ancient barrow where it was rumored the pixies danced on the night of the full moon.

      She’d shivered.  Was it odd to find the thought of a raised earthen burial mound romantic?  She didn’t care.  Tamsyn had tucked the note away before anyone saw and had spent the morning aquiver with excitement.  Even now, moving through the formal gardens toward the distant path he’d indicated, the structured elegance was lost on her.  She could only think of his broad shoulders, his large hands, those dark eyes and the way the sun shadowed his angled jaw and got lost in the depths of his dark hair.

      She had to pay attention, however, as she moved farther away from the main grounds.  Only a narrow strip of Cardew lands bordered the earl’s, and her destination lay on that edge.

      

      
        
        Take the path by the gnarled oak

        

      

      

      Tamsyn had seen it once before, in her wanderings.  She’d caught a glimpse of a young boy a few days ago, and followed his enchanting giggle through the gardens.  She’d called to him, but he’d merely laughed and ran on.  She’d lost him near just such a tree, but had feared following him and getting turned around in the forest beyond.

      She felt only anticipation now, though.  And there was no sign of the boy or anyone else when she reached the tree.  She took the chance, therefore, to stop and adjust her bodice.

      Her walking dress was new—and marvelous.  A bit lower cut than her usual gowns, it made her feel quite grown up.  Which was why she’d worn it, even though the special stays she’d had made for it had somehow been left behind in Truro.  She’d just made a few modifications—with the help of a couple of old lace-trimmed handkerchiefs she’d found in her bedchamber.  As long as she kept to a careful and sedate pace, no one would ever know.  And if there was a bit of a padded effect to that which had nature endowed her in that area—then so much the better.

      With a final tug, she touched a twisted branch as she ducked past the tree and stepped into the dappled beauty of the forest beyond.

      How lovely it was.  Wild in comparison to the well-groomed paths she’d left and full of birdsong and the hum of insects.  Everything shone in varied shades of green, lit by an occasional golden shaft of sun.

      

      
        
        Navigate the fallen log over the stream

        

      

      

      Not a very wide stream, thank goodness.  Tamsyn balanced carefully—until she reached the middle, looked up and caught her breath at the sight of what lay at the end.

      

      
        
        Cross the open meadow

        

      

      

      She could see the open space, but before that, at the end of the log, was a gorgeous scene.  Large shrubbery and a couple of draping trees had crowded close and formed a sort of bower to step through, and clustered beneath, at the edge of the stream, bloomed a riot of wildflowers.  She spotted buttercups and kidney vetch and sea pinks.  It was so lovely she hurried the rest of the way across, hopped down and bent to gather handfuls of blossoms.

      A wayward branch snagged her hem.  She leaned forward to free herself, then paused as she heard an odd, snuffling sound.  Clutching her flowers close, she looked up—and froze.

      A massive boar stood at the other end of the cleared meadow.

      Huge.  Heavy.  Deadly.

      Still making quiet sounds, it stood with its nose down and its head tilted oddly.

      Tamsyn stifled a gasp of panic.  Tried to think over the sudden, fearful racing of her heart.  Grasping a branch for stability, she began to ease her way backwards, but another twig snagged her bodice, and another caught her sleeve.

      Her fingers shook.  The branch at her sleeve bent as she tried to free herself, then let go with a snap that rustled the rest of the tree—and sounded loud in the quiet.

      The boar started and looked over at her.

      Fear-laced fog invaded her brain.  Tamsyn’s breath rasped as panic won.  She struggled and wriggled and only succeeded in getting herself more entangled.  Were the branches alive?  Multiplying?  She slapped and tugged and fought and at last, desperate as the boar straightened, still staring at her, she yanked backwards, ignoring the ominous sound of ripping fabric.

      Something struck the back of her legs.  The log?  Another branch?  She didn’t know.  She only knew she was falling backward, her hands milling wildly and flowers flying everywhere.

      Her bottom hit the log.  Her legs flew up.  Before she could catch a breath she’d rolled off of it and into the water with a splash.

      It wasn’t deep.

      It was cold.

      She sat up, coughing, crying, wiping her eyes and trying to see if the wild beast was upon her.

      It was gone.

      She blinked.  Checked again.  The boar was gone and the meadow empty.

      But her feet sat high on the bank and her bottom low in the stream.  Her skirts were ripped, as was her bodice.  A sea pink stuck in her hair and hung in her face.  One of the lace-edged handkerchiefs spilled from her front and the other dangled from a tree above.

      And laughter, deep, loud and heart-felt, echoed all around.

      Mortification speared her.  She wanted to sink into the ground.  She wanted to slap the cad who laughed instead of coming to her aide.

      Instead, heart breaking, she clutched her bodice close, climbed to her feet and fled back along the path to the gardens and the waiting, gloomy Castle.
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      How long had it been since he’d laughed?

      A hundred years, at least.

      But Tuft, ancient Pixie and caretaker of this forest, laughed now.  A good, long, sidesplitting laugh too—the kind that comes up from your toes, rises and rips out into the world like an explosion.

      An apt comparison.  For a Pixie’s laugh is a magical thing.  A young Pixie’s giggle can send a flower bursting into bloom.  A mature Pixie’s chuckle can ripen all of the apples on a tree.

      But Tuft’s laugh?  It was of another caliber altogether.

      Because of his age.  Because of his vast experience with the ancient power of the earth.  And yes, because of the rarity of it, too—Tuft’s laugh erupted out of him and across the forest on a wave of joyful magic.

      A carpet of bluebells appeared in the meadow in the wake of the wave and nearby currant bushes burst forth with a late crop that would last until the first snow.  The mass of trampled wildflowers repaired itself.  The wave caught Tamsyn and cleared her few adolescent blemishes—permanently.  It traveled just as swiftly behind them and found Gryff as he made his way near, and erased the bruise on his shin he’d got helping a tenant raise a plow from a ditch.

      The magic that poured from Tuft healed the ailing boar that had come to him for help and been frightened off.  It cleared the burn across its mouth and jaw that had come from a stream of mineral heavy, acidic water leaching from a nearby mine.

      Most importantly, it tempered, tamed and transformed the heavy elements in the mine leak, accomplishing in an instant what would have been the work of a hundred years—and saving a multitude of animals from similar suffering.

      The girl was long gone by the time Tuft finished laughing.  He drew a deep breath as the small figure of young Master Paul from the Castle popped into the meadow.  The ghostly boy looked around in wonder.  “What happened?”

      Tuft shrugged.  “A good laugh.”

      He said nothing further, just retreated back to the long, earthen barrow where the Pixies lived—but far, far away a pair of storm-grey eyes popped open and a creature no longer just a man turned a calculating gaze toward the Cornish coast.
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        Castle Keyvnor

        1811

      

      Here he was, back again.  Gryff frowned as he followed the servant through the darkly paneled passage toward the earl’s study.  Back at Castle Keyvnor, where he had no wish to be.  Where he hadn’t set foot in ten years, since he’d been a callow youth chasing a pretty girl—a noble girl who, in the end, had turned out to be too proud to associate with a mere Cornish gentleman.

      “Come in, Mr. Cardew.”

      He knew Mr. Drake, the castle’s steward.  They sometimes shared a pint or a game of darts at the Mermaid’s Kiss in Bocka Morrow.

      “This is Mr. Hunt, Lord Banfield’s solicitor.  He’s here for the reading of the will—and to take care of business related to it.”

      Gryff shook the smaller man’s hand—and gave him credit.  He didn’t stare, even if Gryff did tower over him.  “I assume this is about that plot of Lancarrow land?  And its transfer back to my family?”

      “It is indeed.”  The solicitor indicated a seat at the desk.

      “I shouldn’t think there would be a problem.”  He sat.  “The lease was laid out clear enough.  The land is to be granted back to my family on the earl’s death.”

      “I do remember it to be just so,” Drake said.  “The transfer is mentioned in the will, of course.”  He looked slightly embarrassed.  “But oddly enough, I cannot find the paperwork related to the lease anywhere.”  He shook his head.  “Never has such a thing happened to me.”

      “Your files are exemplary in every other respect,” Mr. Hunt assured him.  “I’m sure they will turn up.”

      “I don’t know.”  Drake rubbed his temple.  “There was something about that agreement.  Something odd—but my mind has gone a bit fuzzy about it.”

      Gryff agreed—there was something odd about the thing.  He’d thought so ever since he first heard of the transaction.  That bit of land was small, and although it did contain an old quarry that hadn’t been worked in years, it also contained the Pixie Barrow.

      It was an old family legend—that the pixies lived in the barrow.  The family takes care of the pixies and the pixies take care of the family.  That was what was carved—in old Welsh letters—into the mantle above the huge fireplace in the old great hall—and what the older generations passed along to the young.

      And perhaps they were right.  In truth, his family was lucky.  Their children were largely healthy, their crops generally good.  The tenants on the land were loyal and long-lived.  Storms often missed them.  And they usually managed to be on the right side of a battle or political fight.

      All of this was why Gryff had been so shocked when his father made the bargain in the first place.  And why he was anxious to get the land back.

      Drake sighed.  “Maybe I’m getting too old for the job.”

      “Nonsense,” Hunt declared.  He turned to Gryff.  “But there are a few details that I need to verify and would like to note.  We were hoping that you would share your copy of the lease, sir.”

      “Of course.”  Gryff tamped down on a surge of annoyance.  “You should have sent word, I would have had the papers delivered to you.”  And saved himself a trip to this cheerless pile of stone.

      “That’s just it.  I don’t quite trust the matter to a servant.  Not with the oddity of our missing files.”

      “Then perhaps you would both care to join me at Lancarrow tomorrow morning?  You can find what you need and I’ll promise you a plate of amazing pasties.  My cook makes the best in the district.”

      “You are kind, but I must impose upon you again, sir.  I’m quite bogged down, readying for the reading of the will.  I’d hoped you’d come back and bring them here?”

      “Bring them yourself,” Drake interjected, giving him a long, measuring glance.  “That way we’d know they’d be safe enough.”

      Gryff’s jaw clenched.  He hated references to his oafish size.

      “We are sorry to inconvenience you,” Drake apologized.  “A multitude of beneficiaries is descending on the castle.  Some have arrived.  The new earl is due today.  We are awash in preparations.”

      The earl coming in today?  Gryff abruptly stood—intent only on getting out before Banfield—and his daughters—arrived.  “Very well.  I’ll bring them by early tomorrow.”

      Very early.  Before any of the family or guests arose.

      “I’ll walk you out.”  Drake followed as Gryff headed for the door.

      The other man watched him appraisingly as they moved toward the front of the house.  “It will be good to have the old place full again,” he sighed.  “You met the new Lord Banfield and his family when last they visited, did you not?”

      At Gryff’s nod, the steward continued.  “Then perhaps you will consider spending some time here?  There will be several days before the reading of the will.  No celebrations or parties of course, but everyone will gather for dinner and spend time together in various activities while they wait.”  He raised a brow at Gryff.  “As one of the beneficiaries yourself, you should feel free to come.  You could use a bit of socializing, lad—and there will be five pretty daughters here.”

      Four pretty daughters—and one beauty who wore charming freckles, smelled of lilac and disdained to know him.  He shuddered.  “Thank you, but no.”

      “Come now, it will be winter soon enough—and you’ll be hunkered down at Lancarrow until the thaw.  Why not have a bit of fun before—” The steward paused, his head cocked.   “That’s a carriage.  No, more than one.  It must be the earl’s party.  Come on, man!”  He hurried toward the front door.  “Here’s your chance to be neighborly.”

      He didn’t want to be neighborly.  He wanted to be gone.

      Gryff had no disillusions about who he was.  He was a gentleman landowner, and a damned rich one at that.  But he was no London beau.  He was too big, too rough, too gruff.  He had blistered hands and scuffed boots.  He was as happy in a tenant’s cottage eating hevva cakes as he was dining on lobster patties at a lord’s table.

      He’d known plenty of women who’d liked all of that about him—especially after they glimpsed him working shirtless in his fields.  But other women, especially the young, marriageable ones, raised their brows at him and his odd ways.  Gryff was only human—it stung to be found wanting—but no rejection had ever hit him as hard as the first one.

      Lady Tamsyn’s.

      He hadn’t expected it.  Their regard had been mutual—he was sure of it.  She’d felt the same rising heat of interest turning to hope.  The burn of intrigue transforming to anticipation.

      But something had happened to change her mind.  Perhaps someone had pointed out his lack of title or town bronze.  She’d missed their forest meeting and refused to see him afterwards, no matter how many times he called or how many notes or bouquets he sent.

      The last time he’d stood on this side of the bridge it had been misting rain, just as it did now—and he’d been turned away without apology or explanation.

      And there she was, across the way, climbing down from a carriage with a couple of her sisters close behind.

      He swore the sun liked her best.  Even in the drizzly gloom her hair caught the light, turned to flame, and cast the rest of the girls into shadow.  He was caught, just as he’d been so long ago, helpless in the face of her perfection.  That gossamer skin and the determined, pointed chin.  Her cat eyes, flashing green—until they landed on him.

      And there it was—exactly what he’d hoped to avoid.  That instant, haunted look of dismay.  A vicious stab in the gut.  What had he done to earn such a look?

      He turned away, unable to bear the thought of her hiding it behind a polite mask.  And then someone called his name.
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      She was back.  Back at Castle Keyvnor, the scene of her greatest humiliation—where she had no wish to be.

      Marjorie was as unhappy as she—for different reasons.  Her sister worried about not meeting any eligible gentlemen.  Tamsyn worried about meeting one particular gentleman again.  Waking from her feigned sleep as the carriage pulled to a stop, she climbed down as soon as the footman set the stairs, hoping prodigiously that since this was a solemn occasion it would seem natural to stick to the castle grounds, to avoid the villagers and neighbors.

      Or at least one neighbor.

      “Gryff!”

      Tamsyn’s heart stopped.  Gwyn had descended from the other coach and now her sister stood grinning and waving toward the portico in the inner wall.  Slowly, Tamsyn turned to follow the direction of her gaze.

      And there he stood.  Practically the first person they all saw, when she’d been praying he’d be the last.

      Hmmph.

      He had not obliged her and grown stout.  Or a snout.  Or ogre’s ears and curved tusks, like she had imagined so many times since that afternoon of utter embarrassment.  If anything, he looked more handsome.  Bigger, broader and more splendidly masculine.

      It didn’t matter, of course.  She was long over her embarrassment, just as she was no longer interested in the hard, even-more-sharply-chiseled lines of his face.  Or the intriguing, undeniably old-fashioned, long hair he’d fastened into a queue.

      No, she wasn’t interested.  But her parents had moved over the bridge that spanned a dry moat and into the courtyard to speak with the castle steward.  Marjorie’s friend Jane was chasing a windblown wrap.  Her sisters all flocked to Gryff where he stood just outside the arched entrance.  Not wishing to appear rude, Tamsyn followed them, her heart pounding.  He smiled and greeted the girls all around, until he came to her, when his grin faded and he offered a frosty nod.

      She stiffened.  Truly?  He greeted her with a pained look and a frosty nod?

      “Gryff, do you remember when you showed us around the village?” Gwyn asked.  “You carried me over the fish guts on the dock.”  She sighed.  “No one has acted so chivalrously toward me since.”

      “He allowed me to hide behind him when I was afraid of the apothecary,” Morgan said.

      Her sisters were reverting to the children they’d been on that long ago visit.  Tamsyn would not be acting the same, trusting fool.

      “You must come to dinner,” Marjorie said with a smile.

      He spared Tamsyn a glance, and shook his head.

      “Oh, but you must,” the others chorused.

      “Likely not tonight,” Gwyn continued.  “Mama will be tired from traveling.  But perhaps tomorrow?”

      “Girls,” Tamsyn said sharply.  “You must not pester Mr. Cardew.  He has declined.”  She arched a brow at him.  “Our visit is, of course, not a happy one.  I’m afraid we won’t have much to offer in the way of amusement.”

      Goodness, that came out sharper than she had intended.

      His expression went rigid.  “Of course.  My sympathies to you all.  I’ve no wish to intrude.”  He paused significantly.  “I never intend to push in unwanted, or make myself into an object that must be . . . avoided and cast aside.”

      Tamsyn frowned.  Clearly he meant to send a message, just as she had.  But what did he mean?

      With a general bow to them all, he took his leave and strolled off towards the stables.

      Her sisters all continued into the courtyard.  Tamsyn started to follow—but then stopped—and stared after Gryff.

      Ire rose inside of her.  Why was he so stiff with indignation?  She’d been mortified every time she thought of their last visit.  Every time for the last eight years.  She was the one who should be indignant.

      Raising her shawl up over her head, she stepped out after him, hurrying down the flagstone path.  The stable yard stood empty, the main stable door left propped open.  She hurried forward and slipped inside—only to stop and gaze in awe.

      Gryff was taking his horse from a groom—and what a pair they were.  This was not the same mount she’d admired long ago, but one even more impressive, just like he had turned out to be.  Large and strong, both of them, with powerful chests and long, sturdy legs and chestnut hair.  She forced herself to ignore the picture they made and faced him with crossed arms.  “Mr. Cardew.”

      “Lady Tamsyn.”  He busied himself with the girth strap.

      “I think we must clear the air.”

      “It’s a stable.  Open the door.”

      “You know what I mean, sir.  We will be neighbors here.  You must know that my sisters will not cease until they have you as a guest.  And my mother?  She has five daughters.  She’ll encourage it in hopes that you’ll marry one of them.”

      He shot her a sharp look.  “That’s a very politic way of phrasing yourself, my lady.”

      She blinked.  “What do you mean?”

      “Your mother will fancy me for one of them.  Not one of us.  If that is an oblique way to tell me that you are not interested, then there’s no need to exert yourself.  That message was received years ago.”

      She still didn’t follow—and he was still trying to steal her indignation.  “I’ve no notion what you mean, sir.  When last we met, I think it was you who broadcast that message, very loudly indeed.”

      “Me?”  He glared.  “What did I do?  Only issue an invitation.  I assure you it was meant innocently enough, despite how you received it.”

      She drew herself up and sent him the most disdainful glare she could summon.  “I received it with nothing but pleasure—until you ruined it.”

      “Ruined it?  You are the one who ruined the scent of lilacs for me.  I did nothing to you—”

      “You embarrassed me!”  She felt the sting of it anew, facing him again.  “How could you have laughed so cruelly?”

      “Laughed?  I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      “You do!  Don’t pretend.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Are you waiting for me to say it out loud?  Must I describe my humiliation?”

      “I was humiliated when you never showed up for our meeting—and spurned me afterwards.”

      “I did show up.”

      He shook his head.

      “I heard you laughing at me, Gryff Cardew!”

      “Why would I?”

      “Because of my predicament!  At my feet high and my bottom low in the stream.  At the flowers in my hair and the rips in my dress and at the . . . handkerchiefs.”

      “I haven’t the foggiest notion of what you are talking about.  I showed up—and you did not.  I passed the empty meadow and stream when I came to the castle to inquire after you.  I was turned away.  And each time I came after that.  More rudely each time, I might add.”

      She stared intently at him.  He looked irritated.  Handsome.  And like he was telling the truth.  “Then you didn’t . . ?”

      “No.”

      “Then who?”

      He shrugged.  “There was no one there at all when I passed through.”

      “I was mortified,” she breathed.  “I thought you were mocking me.”

      The furrow in his brow smoothed out a little.  He sighed.  “Then I suppose your refusal to see me makes sense.”

      Tamsyn covered her mouth.  “What you must have thought!”

      He turned back to the horse.  “It doesn’t matter.”  He nodded.  “It’s just good to clear the misunderstanding now.”

      Why did it feel like her mistake had been enormous?  “Oh, Gryff.  I’m sorry.”

      “We neither of us have cause to feel sorry.”  His mouth quirked.  “Or perhaps we both do.”  He still avoided her gaze.  “In any case, now we can part as . . .” He stopped and there was something in his sidelong glance.  “Well, we can part without animosity.”  He swung up and doffed his hat.  “Good day,” he nodded and spurred the horse out into the rain.

      She watched him go.  The old, aching hole she’d been filling with anger and pique gaped suddenly open and empty.  “Goodbye, Gryff,” she whispered.
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      Not so far away, young Paul Hambly popped out of thin air atop the ancient, moss and vine covered mound hidden away in the forest.  Tuft lounged there, enjoying a ray of sun that had broken through the gloom overhead.  Beneath them, younger pixies scrambled through the bracken, fetching sweet clover heads and acorns for Tuft’s mount and companion.  He and Jump were always together, always working to care for the forest, the marshlands, and the moors.

      “She’s back again,” Paul said.

      He spoke just as the sprite told him, “He’s back.”

      ”What? Who?” they said together.

      Paul laughed.  “The girl, I meant.  Who did you mean?”

      “That damned sorcerer is back, sniffing around again.  He’s been at the borders, poking, testing my shield.”  Tuft gave a creaky laugh.  “He’ll never get past my spell.  Not alone.”  He tilted his head.  “Now, truth is, you could be a help, there.  Keep an eye on the new earl.  Make sure he doesn’t fall under the wicked one’s influence.”

      “I’ll try.”  Paul hid his skepticism.  What sort of help could he be, really?

      “Keep yourself away from the sorcerer, too, if you can.  Go carefully.”

      Paul openly scoffed this time.  “What could he do to me?”

      Tuft shook his head.  “He plays with dark magic, that one.  And he’s grown even more powerful.”  He wagged a finger.  “Wouldn’t be the first time I heard of a sorcerer commanding a shade.  So, be careful.”

      “Oh.”  Paul had never heard of such a thing.

      “Now, what girl?” Tuft asked.

      “Huh?”  He broke off his grim contemplation to focus on the pixie.  “Oh.  Yes.  The girl.  The one who fell in the stream.  The one who made you laugh.”

      “Oh.”  Tuft looked wistful.  “That did feel good.  Do you think she’ll do it again?”

      “No!  For many reasons, but largely because, while that laugh did you a fair bit of good, I believe it did her harm.”

      “A pixie’s laugh?  Not likely.  Now, if I had snapped my fingers at her I could have turned her nose green or marooned her cow in a tree.”

      “This time the laugh did worse.  It might even have cost her true love.”

      Tuft gazed calmly at him even as he raised a hand and conjured an enormous rose hip.  Tossing it over the side to Jump, he asked, “Been spying again, eh?”

      Paul flushed and ignored the squeal of delight that was rapidly followed by audible chewing.  “Well, what else am I to do?”

      “Fair enough.”

      “She seems a nice girl.  Good-hearted.  I was thinking that perhaps you might wish to repay her.”

      “Repay her?  A human?”

      “Yes.  You know that laugh cleared that leaching mine in an instant.  It would have taken you and the rain and the West Wind decades to render it harmless.”

      “True enough,” Tuft agreed.

      “Yet it cost her dearly.”

      “She cost herself that young man’s regard when she refused to see him.”

      Paul’s brow rose.  So the pixie had been paying attention.  “She thought he had laughed at her.”

      “Oh.”  The curmudgeonly old sprite sent another rose hip over the side and then sat up straight.  “Very well, then.”  He cupped his hands and began to roll them around a growing ball of light.  It spit and sizzled, increasing in size until Tuft lifted it high and blew on it.  It drifted off then, still sparkling as it moved in the direction of the castle.

      “What was that?”

      “The payment.  The boon.”

      “What boon?”

      “You said I owed her.”  Tuft paused, his focus off in the distance.  “There.  It’s found her.  It’s done.”

      “What’s done?  What was it?”

      “Exactly what she needed.”

      “Tuft!”

      “I gave a gift—the ability to see the truth in a man—so she won’t make the same mistake twice.”

      “Oh, dear,” said Paul.

      Tuft shrugged.  He sprang down from the top of the mound.  “Come on, Jump.  Time for bed.  We’ve got a dragonfly truce to broker tomorrow.”

      Paul watched them enter the barrow, then began to drift back towards the castle.  He had the feeling things were about to get very interesting around there in the next few days.
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      Tamsyn suffered through a long, restless night, tossing and turning and thinking of Gryff.

      It was a huge adjustment, letting go of the anger, shame and resentment she’d held on to for so long.  And the problem remained—with what would she replace them?  Not the wide-eyed excitement and pleasure she’d felt eight years ago.  And not the stirring fascination she’d felt yesterday, seeing how powerfully broad and male and mature he’d grown.

      She rather thought he held no interest in her feelings.  He’d left quickly enough yesterday, and with no real warmth at all.  No surprise, since he must have harbored resentment toward her all of these years.  Goodness, he might even be married.  No, he would likely have mentioned it when she spoke so rashly of her mother’s possible machinations.  Well, he might be courting some young woman.  She sighed.  Of a surety the young ladies around here must be vying for his attentions.  He was so intriguingly different from the other young men she’d met, with that long hair that made her fingers itch, his dark eyes and his air of utter strength.

      But she must forget all of that.  She would do him the favor of following his lead.  They would be mere neighbors.  Acquaintances.  Nothing more.  It was likely for the best.

      Why then, did the thought sadden her so?

      She decided to rise early.  More than her own thoughts had disturbed her during the long hours of the night.  Had that really been a scream she heard?  She’d sat up once, sure she’d seen a strange flashing light.  And why had someone decided to play the harpsichord so loudly and long?

      Bleary eyed, she decided to go out in search of some fresh morning air.  Perhaps it would clear her head.  She dressed in a simple gown, pulled on a heavy shawl and ventured downstairs.

      “Good morning to you, Lady Tamsyn.”  A footman hurried toward her, carrying a pitcher of steaming water.

      “And to you,” she returned.  She didn’t know any of the servant’s names yet.

      He murmured a polite agreement, but Tamsyn gawked as an image formed in the air before him—a clear picture of the same man tucked asleep in a narrow bed.  He stepped through the image, going on his way—and it dissolved.

      She stared after him.  Perhaps she was more tired than she’d thought.

      She did feel better after wandering the gardens a bit.  The air was brisk.  She breathed deeply and stopped to watch some of the gardeners at work.  Her mother always warned her that her vivid imagination would catch up with her.  Perhaps it finally had, but she felt more normal now.  A man trundled by with a small, wheeled cart full of empty eggshells and curious, she followed him to a bed of late-blooming roses.

      “How lovely.”

      The gardener tugged his forelock and began to crush the shells and work them into the soil.  Noticing her attention, he offered, “My mam’s mam always did say as how roses loved eggshells.  Keeps ‘em strong.”

      “How interesting.  These are so beautiful, she must have been right.”

      “The old mistress loved her roses,” he began, but then he glanced back towards the castle and turned away.

      And it happened again.  Over his head formed another scene, an image of a tall, blonde woman in this garden, screaming, crying and tearing at the roses with bloody hands.

      Rubbing her eyes with a shaking hand, she backed away.  What was happening?  What were these images she was seeing?  She walked unsteadily until she found an empty bench and sank down.

      Breathing deeply, she bent over to rest her elbows on her knees and her head in her hands.  It was this place.  So dark and gloomy—and perhaps the added distress of her encounter with Gryff had overwhelmed her.  She strove for calm, letting the quiet morning sounds of the garden soothe her—and then she noticed a sturdy set of small boots planted right before her own slippers.

      She looked up into the smiling face of a little boy.

      “Good morning,” he said brightly.

      “Good morning.”

      “May I sit with you?”

      Her nod was automatic.  Eyes narrowed, she watched him.  “You look familiar.”  She recalled the boy she’d glimpsed out here on their last visit.  “I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?  But no, that wouldn’t be right.  Do you have a brother?”

      “No.”  He sighed.  “Most of my family is gone, now.”

      “I’m so sorry.  Do you live here at the castle?”

      “I used to.”  He paused.  “But I still spend a lot of time here.”

      “I see.”  And she did.  She saw the bench right through his swinging legs.  She swallowed, remembering Marjorie’s talk of ghosts.  But oddly enough, he didn’t frighten her.  “What is your name?”

      “Paul.  What’s yours?”

      “Tamsyn.”

      “It’s a pretty name.”

      “Thank you.”  She let her gaze wander back towards the castle walls.  “You’re Paul Hambly, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.”  He sat quietly for a moment, before leaning in to look at her face.  Are you feeling all right?” he asked.  “You look  . . . upset.”

      “I . . . I feel a little strange.”  It was her first encounter with a ghost after all.  “This is a strange place, isn’t it?”

      He sighed.  “Yes.  A lot of people say so.  But Cornwall is full of different tales.”

      She knew that to be true.  Even back in Truro they had a haunted inn and her mother’s physician swore that the ghostly figure of a woman carrying a baby appeared to him every time he entered a certain house.

      “Tamsyn?”

      “Yes?”

      “Are you afraid of new things?”

      She thought of her resistance to the move to this place, of her odd reticence when her sisters talked excitedly of going to London for the Season.  “Sometimes.”

      “Oh.  Well, maybe you’ll remember something for me?”

      She nodded.

      “Many strange things do go on here—but they are not all bad.”

      She was touched by his earnest expression, dazed by the very fact of their conversation.  She glanced back at the castle again.  “I’ll try to remember.”

      She turned to smile at him—but he was gone.
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      He’d tried.  Truly he had.  But his plan for an early morning visit—and escape—from Castle Keyvnor had been thwarted by a note asking him to postpone until the afternoon.  Even then, he’d been forced to cool his heels in the library while Hunt met with some London clerks.  And now that they’d finally got down to business, it was taking a lifetime for Hunt and Drake to consult maps and make copies.

      Gryff answered questions, paced and hoped he wouldn’t run into any of the earl’s daughters while he was here.  Not that they were not nice girls.  They were, with gracious manners and pleasing natures.  And not because he hadn’t noticed how elegantly Tamsyn had grown up, with new and lovely angles in her face to go with that pointed chin and new, delicious curves to tempt a man’s hands.

      Because he had.  Oh, hell yes, he had noticed.

      But they were all young ladies of the peerage now.  Tamsyn was now Lady Tamsyn.  As daughters of an earl they would find similarly noble and likely elegant husbands in London, and have even less use for brawny, mere misters from the Cornish backcountry.

      What did it matter, in any event?  He was not in the petticoat line.  All he wanted was to make it safely out of here and home.  Once there he just might go into early hibernation.  By next spring the ladies would be off to London and it would be safe to leave Lancarrow.

      Behind him, Drake sighed and set down his pen.  “There.  That’s all of it.  Thank you for your patience, Cardew.”

      Gryff nodded.

      “I hope you’ll find the wait worth it,” the solicitor said, as he folded papers neatly into a file.  “For the job’s nearly done.  All I need is Lord Banfield’s signature and the land will be yours once more.”

      “And now we’ll have copies of the papers once again, our own record of both transfers.”  Drake sounded relieved.

      “Thank you, gentlemen.”  Gryff was relieved.  “I appreciate your cooperation.”

      “Do you mind if I ask why you are so eager to get that parcel back?” Hunt asked.  “It’s small enough, with naught but a closed quarry and a bit of timber.”

      “As a matter of fact, I’ve plans to open that quarry.  Must keep the crop of young tenant lads busy, you know.  But mostly I want it back due to a matter of long-standing family tradition.”

      “Well, there’s no arguing with that.” Hunt grinned. “And if anyone knows it, it’s a solicitor.  What is mere law against the way it’s always been done?” he asked ironically.

      “I wouldn’t like your chances against my aunt,” Gryff laughed.  “She’s one for the old ways, as are many people on this swath of the coast.  In any case, I will be looking for a quarry manager, if you know of someone you’d like to recommend?” Gryff asked.

      “Not my line, I’m afraid, but I wish you luck.”  Hunt offered his hand.

      Gryff shook it and took possession of his papers.  “I’ve seen the number of guests you have on hand,” he said to Drake.  “I’d just as soon avoid the delay of social introductions.  If you don’t mind, I’ll go out at the back and exit out the terrace doors.”

      “Are you sure?” Drake asked.  “There are some lovely ladies—”

      “I’m sure.”  Gryff clapped the steward on the back.  “But I appreciate your interest.”

      “Well then, have a drink with the pair of us before you start back.”

      Gryff tried to demure, but Drake insisted, and in the end he had to admit that the earl kept a fine brandy.  He would make his escape in a moment.  He’d been through the house with his father and the old earl a number of times.  He knew how to slink out without being seen.

      “Here’s to family traditions.”  Hunt raised his glass.

      “And lovely ladies,” Drake added.

      Gryff laughed and drank.
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      She’d tried.  Truly, she had.  She’d tried to heed young Paul—taking advice from a spirit!—and be open and accepting to . . . whatever this thing was that was happening to her.

      She’d worried at breakfast when her father assured her that he was adjusting well to the burden of his new duties, even though he’d conjured an image of himself swimming against a raging river current.

      “At least you are holding steady,” she’d ventured.  “I’m sure you’ll be making headway soon.”

      He’d brightened.  “Yes.  Thank you, Tamsyn.”

      He’d gone off with a smile, so she’d ventured to hope that Paul had been right and all would be well.

      She’d flinched a little when first the butler and later a footman spoke to her, pleasantly enough, but projecting images of the things they’d rather be doing—fishing and frolicking in the servant’s hall, respectively.

      And she smiled now, meeting Lord Ashbrooke before dinner in her mother’s newly appropriated parlor.  He said everything pleasing, and paid her sisters some very pretty compliments, but clearly his mind was only on Lady Claire Deering.  The girl was here attending the reading of the will with her father, but it looked like, if Lord Ashbrooke had his way, she’d also soon be thoroughly kissed in the garden.

      The crowd in the room grew, and Tamsyn started to be a little overwhelmed with the discord between what was being said and what was being shown to her.  She retreated to the back of the room, turned her back on the guests and concentrated on the artwork on the walls.

      Not such a hardship, as it were, for there were some beautiful pieces, in different mediums.  Some looked incredibly old and she suspected were valuable indeed.

      “Morris?”  She beckoned the butler as he finished speaking into her mother’s ear.  “Will you tell me about these?”

      “Ah, yes.”  The butler approached and puffed up, clearly proud.  “The previous earl’s father was a collector of art—and he especially loved art that featured the local area.  This is a collection of some of his favorite work.”

      “This looks quite ancient.”  Tamsyn gestured toward a carved ivory piece.

      “It is reputed to be from the time of the Domesday Book, my lady.  Ancient and very rare, too.”

      “What is the subject?”  It was a stylized relief, curved and weathered.  It appeared to represent a priest, presenting a token to a young boy.

      “It is a depiction of a local legend, Lady Tamsyn.”

      No stray images had formed over Morris’s head while he spoke, so she ventured to ask, “Will you tell me of it?”

      “I may not be as familiar with the tale as others, but I understand it concerns a child named Grindan. He was a miner boy who was thought lost in a collapse.  But for three days birds gathered at the mouth of the mine, birds of every sort, just hovering and waiting and making a racket and refusing to leave.  Someone took it as a sign that the boy might yet be alive and a party was sent down to search for him—and he was found.  The local priest said it was God’s work and presented him with a brooch, as is shown here.”

      The brooch was gorgeously rendered in the carving, a round piece, intricate with Celtic designs and with a raised hawk’s head in the middle.

      “Is it known what happened to the boy?”

      Morris shrugged.  “There are different accounts.  Some say that the knockers got to him while he was down there and he was never quite right afterwards.”

      “Knockers?”

      “Pixies, my lady.  Sprites who live in the mines and knock to warn the men of danger.”

      “Oh.”

      “Most tales agree that he left town and made his fortune, only to come back and become one of the wealthy local landowners.  His family flourished here for generations, although I think they’ve died out now.”

      “Thank you, Morris.”  She regarded the collection thoughtfully.  “This part of the country is truly full of strange tales, is it not?”

      “Yes, my lady.  Strange and wonderful, to many of us.”

      She wondered, would someone sometime speak of the earl’s daughter who saw visions?

      He slid away and Tamsyn breathed deeply, collected herself and turned back to the gathered guests.

      She eased into a small group containing her sisters Rose and Gwyn.  Their chatter kept the mood light and she began to relax—until she felt something . . .wrong.  She glanced about.  This—this was not a small untruth, but something else altogether—and it was coming closer.

      She was watching the doorway when a man wandered into the pre-dinner gathering and Tamsyn gasped out loud.  Her father greeted him and began to introduce him about.  Mr. Lucien de Roye was suave and utterly handsome—but something else hung over him like a shroud.  A dark, menacing presence—and it knew at once that Tamsyn had spotted it.  It leered, swirling larger and darker and grinning while it beckoned her with tendrils of smoke.

      “I . . . I . . . Excuse me.”  She retreated and took a step over to her mother, her eyes locked on the glowing pair that followed her movements.

      Oh heavens, they were drawing nearer.

      “Mama?  Mama . . . I . . .”

      “Tamsyn, dear, are you all right?  You are as white as a sheet.”

      “I can’t.  I must go . . . I’m sorry!”

      She fled, terrified of the horrible creature attached to Mr. de Roye—and of her strange new affliction.  Shaking, she ran blindly until she reached an intersection—and collided with a tall, sturdy form.

      Gryff!  She knew him at once and instinctively reached out—but then she gasped and covered her eyes.  Whatever it was that he hid from the world—she had no wish to see it.

      “Tamsyn?  What is it?  What’s wrong?”  He grabbed her shoulders.  She burrowed close and buried her face in his chest.  She couldn’t get those burning eyes out of her head.

      “What is it?”  She could feel him turning slightly to scan the corridors.  “What’s frightened you?”

      “I don’t know!  It is this place!  It’s done something to me.  Something is wrong with me.”  She couldn’t keep from peering back the way she’d come.

      “Hell and damnation, you are trembling.”

      She couldn’t help herself.  She started to cry, and to blubber about fishing and kissing and monsters and seeing things that weren’t there.

      “Here now,” he said soothingly.  “Is that all?  Don’t you worry.  Everything will be fine.”

      Frowning, she blinked as she looked up at him.  “Say that again,” she demanded.

      His mouth twitched.  “You’ll be fine.”

      No image bubbled into existence between them.

      It meant something.  It had to.

      “Come.”  He urged her toward a door.  “Let’s go outside and get to the bottom of this.”

      His touch was gentle as he led her onto a stone terrace and toward a bench near the balustrade.  She sat, and he perched next to her.  Gradually, the shaking subsided.  She felt safe, so close to his large, warm frame.  Almost cherished.

      “Now.”  He enveloped both of her hands in his.  “Tell me slowly, what has upset you?”

      She stared up at his rugged, handsome face.  Could she tell him?  She felt the calluses on his hands, recalled the broad firmness of his chest—and saw the concern in his eyes.

      She sucked in a breath and told him everything.

      He listened without interrupting, letting her pour it all out.  All of her worry and fear came with it.  But when she finished, he merely nodded.

      “Well?” she asked quietly.  “Do you think I am going mad?”

      “No.”

      Her gaze jumped upwards, but no image appeared.

      “I think you’ve got a touch of the Sight.”

      “The Sight?”  She frowned.

      “That’s what it sounds like.  One of my old aunts has it.  She can tell if a babe will be a boy or a girl, or if a couple will be happy in marriage.  But yours is a truth gauge, isn’t it?”  He laughed.  “I can see you looking up to see if it will show you something different than what I’m saying.”

      “Yes.  That’s it.  A truth gauge,” she said wonderingly.  She shivered.  “But why?  Why me?  And why now?”

      He shrugged.  “And why only men?  Every instance you’ve described has been associated with a man.  Are there others?”

      “No.  I don’t know.  I don’t understand any of this!”  She smacked the stone bench with her hand, then shook it when it stung.  “I never asked for any of this!”

      “Who would?  But you’ll learn to live with it.”

      “I don’t want to!” she protested.

      He merely waited.

      She let her anger deflate.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t usually act like a petulant child.”

      He glanced obviously over her head and she laughed—then noticed the deepening shadows.  “I’m so sorry to keep you out here.  Had you come for dinner?  I’m afraid we’ve likely missed it.”

      “No.  I was here on business and on my way home.”

      She shouldn’t pry, but neither was she ready to let him go.

      “Business?”

      “Yes.”  He hesitated, but went on.  “Perhaps this will make you feel a bit better . . .” He told her the story of the small parcel of land passing between their two families—and about his own family’s traditions about the pixies.

      “The butler just mentioned the pixies too.  And your family truly believes they bring them luck?”

      “My aunt still leaves a thimble of milk for them on her window sill in the evening,” he confided.

      “Then why would your father sell the land?”

      “A good question—one I asked myself.”  He paused.  “Perhaps the answer will help show you the way of things out here.”

      She raised a brow.

      “My father sold the land to old Lord Banfield because Maevis Grayson advised him to do so.”

      “Who is that?”

      “She lives in the village, an older woman—and she’s reputed to be the head of the local coven.”

      Tamsyn’s mouth dropped.  “Coven?  As in . . . witches?”

      “Yes.  She came to him and said danger was looming.  A tragedy.  And the loss of the pixies and their blessings, if something drastic was not done.”

      “And he sold the land based on that warning?”

      “He did.  Granted, it was a temporary sale, but I didn’t understand either.  Later, though, I was extremely thankful that he’d done it.”

      “Why?”

      “A man came into the area.  A dandy, wealthy and said to be a favorite with the Prince of Wales and his set.  My father met him in the village and found him to be a man of knowledge and manners.  The stranger even gave him some good advice on some issue with our tin mine.  Father had him and some others to dinner one night and they turned to cards as the evening wore on.”

      “You were there?”

      “I was deemed too young to play, but I watched from the shadows.  And I saw that Rowancourt had some odd sort of influence on the others.  He would make the most outlandish predictions of which way the play might go—and it would.  The others didn’t seem to notice or care.  When my father had played his fill—and lost quite a bit—he tried to quit.  Rowancourt would not let him.  He pushed and wheedled my father to continue—and said he’d even take a worthless bit of land as a stake.”

      “The land with the pixies’ barrow?”

      “Yes.  He pressed relentlessly.  I could see my father struggling, in some way.  He kept telling the man it wasn’t possible, but the stranger refused to listen.  He suggested they all walk out there, in the dark, for a lark.  My father tried to object.  It almost looked as if he struggled for breath.  He kept insisting that he couldn’t offer the land and Rowancourt just stared daggers at him as he grew red and obviously distressed.  Finally, I could take no more. I stood and shouted that the land wasn’t ours anymore.”

      “What happened?”

      “The stranger stood, shouted a curse and threw his cards.  My father slumped.  We all ducked and covered our heads.  It was as if a thousand decks were flying about the room at once.  And then Rowancourt strode out—and we never saw him again.”

      “Goodness!”  She rubbed her brow and he gathered her in close.  What a comfort it was, to be drawn into the protective circle of his arm.  “I think I’ve had my fill of peculiar events and stories.”

      His hand slid along her arm in a slow caress.  “Ah, yes, but you are in Cornwall now, land of mystery.  Perhaps the development of this new skill of yours is merely to show that you are one of us.”

      She shuddered at the notion.  “I’ve no wish to be one of you, then!”

      He stiffened and the gentle warmth drained from his expression.

      She looked up.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean that the way it emerged.  Forgive me?”  She held on to him, giving no chance to retreat.  She’d brought that flat affect back to his face and she couldn’t bear it.

      She took a deep breath.  “I was wild with curiosity on that day, so long ago.  And even now . . . I remember, the pixie’s barrow . . . where they dance in the moonlight.”

      He nodded.

      “Perhaps . . .” She moved closer to him on the bench.  “You might still like . . .” She lifted her face, so close to his.  “To show it to me?”

      His brow knit into a frown as he stared down at her.  For a moment she feared she’d gone too far—but then he leaned down, grasped her shoulders and kissed her.

      It was a soft kiss, for all that it was abrupt.  Smooth as a petal.  His shoulders blocked the scant light left from the sunset and she felt enveloped in shadows and strength.  She was also unexpectedly awash with longing, surprise—and the sudden knowledge that she’d never truly been kissed before.

      Despite what she’d thought, those paltry meetings of lips had been nothing next to this.  There was no coquetry, flirtation or play.  This was a true kiss, felt to the tips of her toes and reverberating deep in her soul.  She was compelled to respond.  Letting go of his hands, she reached upward and wrapped her arms around his neck.  He made a gratifying sound in response.

      She knew what he meant.  The feel of him, so sturdy and well formed, it made her insides melt, her brain fog and her nipples tighten.  He deepened the kiss, his tongue searching for entry, and she let him in and pulled him closer.  This was passion.  Fierce possession.  Awesome potential.  His hands slid around her waist and she knew that this was a defining moment.  From now on her life would be clearly divided into before and after.

      And suddenly—it was after.  He broke the kiss and very slowly and deliberately kissed each freckle across her nose.  “I’ve been wanting to do that for eight years.” His voice rumbled, tickling the space behind her ears.

      He rested his forehead against hers.  “To answer your question: Yes, I still would like to show you the pixies’ barrow.  Very much.”  He sighed.  “But I also know that that is exactly why I should not.”

      She reared back, hoping this time to see a contradicting image between them—but there was none.

      “But why?”  It came out a whisper.

      “I remember the first time I saw you,” he gestured, “in there.  You were a rare, fine girl, Tamsyn, and now, I see the woman you’ve grown into.”  He touched her cheek.  “Your skin is like porcelain.  It’s so easy to see you in a London ballroom, decked out in grand finery and catching the eye of every elegant gentleman.  You belong there, being pampered and feted with wine and music and jewels.  You’ll have your pick of nobles and likely lead them all a merry chase.”

      He made a face as if the mere thought pained him.

      “Right now, in this moment, I wish I could follow you there.  But I’m a simple man.”  He grinned ruefully.  “Too big to be at ease amongst the porcelain ladies, too rough to blend with the beau monde.  Ballrooms and Venetian breakfasts are not my milieu, my lady.  I am a man of my land, of my tenants and people, of the earth and the sky out here—and yes, even of the magic that floats on our sea breezes.  My boots are planted firmly in the soil of this wild land.  I belong here—and you belong in the great world beyond.”

      He caressed her cheek again, cupped her jaw in his large hand and then letting his hand fall away, he stood.  “You’ll be fine, Lady Tamsyn.  I know you will.”  He took a step back and turned to go.

      And for the second time in two days, she watched him leave her behind.
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      The next morning, Tamsyn was still deep in thought.  She’d been much affected by all that Gryff had said last night—she just wasn’t sure he’d got any of it right.

      She waited impatiently for the maid to finish her hair.  Marjorie would be sure to have insight into Gryff’s opinion, and if anyone knew Tamsyn, it was her next oldest sister.

      But Marjorie was occupied with her friend Jane Hawkins.  Jane was a sweet girl, a friend to them all, but closest with Marjorie.  Tamsyn joined her sister in bolstering the girl’s confidence and in convincing her to wear a borrowed gown, and then trooped down to breakfast with her family.

      Too caught up in her own musings, however, she couldn’t concentrate fully on the conversation.  She felt like she’d reached a crossroads—been dragged to it, in fact, and not at her own choosing—and felt more than a little irate about it.

      She felt like she had to choose between two versions of herself.  Was Gryff right?  Was she no more than a delicate doll, meant to be promenaded before the ton, then pampered for the rest of her life?

      Hogwash.  She was a bruising rider, a tireless dancer.  She’d seen a ghost yesterday and talked with it!  And she thought she’d handled the sudden onset of this new, uncanny ability quite well.  She hadn’t run screaming through the castle—

      Well, she’d run once, but she hadn’t screamed.  Nor had she blurted the truth to everyone and got herself sent to Bedlam.

      Gryff was wrong about her.  Wasn’t he?

      Yes, by heavens.  He was.  She was as stalwart and steady as he.  As worthy of a life in Cornwall as he—

      “Tamsyn?  Tamsyn?”

      She looked up.

      Marjorie frowned at her.  “Did you hear me?  A group of us is going to walk into the village this morning.  Would you care to join us?”

      Blinking, she shook her head.  “No, thank you.  But I do hope you will all enjoy yourselves.”

      She had serious matters to attend to.  She was going to prove herself.  And she was going to start by mastering her new . . . talent.  Take control of it, rather than the other way around.

      A footman cleared his throat and she realized that she was the last one at the table.  Rising, she gathered her shawl about her and left the dining room—and found her father in the corridor outside.

      “Father, you look as distracted as I feel.”

      He started.  “Oh, yes.  Good morning, Tamsyn.”

      Did he not realize that they’d just breakfasted together?  “Woolgathering, Father?”

      “What?  No.  No.  I’m just thinking of all that I have to do today.”

      And there it was—the truth coalescing above his head, a scene of what he’d really been thinking.  It was a vision of him sitting and enjoying a cigar and a brandy, laughing with a tall, blonde gentleman.  She sensed he’d enjoyed himself and looked forward to doing so again.

      “Tamsyn.”  He reached out to grab her arm.  “Later today I’d like to introduce you to someone.  In fact, I’d like all of you girls to meet him, but you and Marjorie in particular.”

      The blonde man?  “Yes, of course.”

      “Good.  Good, then.  Well, I’m off to find Hunt.  I shall see you later, shall I?”

      “Have a good morning, Father.”

      She set out through the castle, intent on learning to adapt to her new . . . talent, hoping she would be able to put it to good use.  Perhaps Gryff had been right about just this one thing.  If this Second Sight was here to stay, she was going to have to learn to live with it.

      Although she was still going to hightail it in another direction if she encountered Lucien de Roye.

      Her luck held, however, and she didn’t meet him.  In fact, there were few guests around at all.  She ran into a kind fellow as he left the billiards room, but nothing Mr. Lancaster said triggered a reaction.  She found a young boy in the library.  Toby Priske said he was looking for a lost poodle, but he also seemed to be strangely contemplating . . . pouring ink into a gentleman’s tea?

      Tamsyn shook her head and pulled her shawl close.  One thing she was learning from this experience—the male mind was a strange thing, indeed.

      Unfortunately, her own mind kept drifting, focusing on a certain gentleman’s—as well as the stretch of his broad shoulders, the feel of his arms, and the heat of his kiss.  Hoping to distract herself, she tried a different tactic, and began to search out the servants.

      She didn’t get much practice seeing untruths with her questions, but she did begin to get a picture of what it was like to live here, in this castle and in this community.  And it didn’t sound nearly as bad as Marjorie had predicted.  She asked each person she ran into about his or her favorite local spot and almost wished they’d fibbed in their answers, so she could see the beauty that they described.

      But the servants mostly seemed happy to answer her questions and ask a few of their own, so she continued on, until she heard giggling coming from the portrait gallery.

      Two of her sisters were there, poking fun at the ancestral portraits.

      “Mother tired of our chatter and sent us to learn something about our ancestors,” reported Gwyn.

      “And what have you learned?” Tamsyn asked with a grin.

      “That they seemed to have passed a questionable fashion sense from generation to generation,” said Rose.

      Tamsyn laughed. “Their fashions were dictated according to the custom of their time, as are ours.”  She waved toward a lady in wide panniers and stiff stomacher.  “She’d likely think us wanton and fast for going about in muslin.”

      “It’s the Elizabethans I always feel sorry for,” Gwyn said.  “Those ruffs look horridly uncomfortable.”

      “And those short pantaloons on the men,” Rose groaned, “all puffed up and beribboned.  Look, here’s a whole collection of them.”  She made a face at a mid-sized painting of a group.

      “Isn’t that the kirkyard in Bocka Morrow?”  Tamsyn stepped closer.

      “Oh, yes, I believe it is.  Gryff took us there, remember?  On our last visit?”

      “I remember.”

      Gwyn nudged Rose.  “One of the maids told Mama that you were outside talking to him on the terrace.”

      “Yes.  I bumped into him in the passage.  Quite literally.”

      “And what were you talking about?”  Both sisters waited expectantly.  “Hmmm?”

      “Nothing!” she protested.  “Oh, I beg your pardon, he did make it clear that he thinks I belong in London, not Cornwall.”

      “Well, of course you belong in London,” Rose agreed.

      “But that doesn’t mean you cannot also belong here,” Gwyn continued.  “Honestly, why do men always try to fit everything within tidy little boxes?”

      “It’s as if they are blind to nuances,” nodded Rose.  They exchanged a look, and rolled their eyes.

      Tamsyn stared at her sisters.  “They are, aren’t they?”  Just as her parents tried to fit her into Marjorie’s marriage minded mold.  But the girls were right—and Gryff was wrong.   She didn’t have to choose London or Cornwall, one life or the other.  She was nuanced.  She lifted her chin.  “Thank you, girls.”

      “Well, I’ve had enough education,” Rose waved a hand.  “Now, I’m off to primp before tea.  I caught a glimpse of the newest arrival last night, before Father closeted himself away with the man.  Good heavens.  Trust me, my dears, you’ll want to look your best when we all meet up again.”

      “I’ll come.”  Gwyn turned to Tamsyn.  “You, too?”

      Tamsyn was looking at the painting again.  “I’ll be along soon.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      The girls left and she stepped closer to the painting they had been discussing.  It looked like a gathering of village notables, with everyone in fine dress and drawn together around a temporary stage beyond the church.  One of the gentlemen in the painting had caught her eye.  An old man he was, bald, and with stick-thin legs clad in the tight fitting hose of the day.  But it was the brooch holding his shoulder cape that had caught her attention.  Even this smaller version showed the intricate design and the head of a bird in relief.   It looked identical to the one in the carving downstairs.

      Curious.  Could it be the same brooch?  It wasn’t a child wearing it, but then again, the child Grindan would have been long gone.   This painting had been done hundreds of years after the time of the Domesday Book and that carving below.  But if the story was a local legend, perhaps the brooch had become a family heirloom?  The Cornishmen did seem to love a good story.

      With a shrug, she set off.  She was beginning to feel like she’d been embroiled in a story herself.  Well, perhaps she had been.  Just like a heroine in a story, she had layers, and no matter what Gryff said, she was going to do her best to make sure she had the happy ending she wanted.

      Just as soon as she figured out what that might be.
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      Gryff threw down his quill.  Three times he’d added this column.  Three times he’d calculated a different sum.  And he still hadn’t driven the taste of Tamsyn from his mind.

      Lord, but she’d been sweet.  And soft.  And curved in all the places that made a man itch to feel more.

      Sighing, he gave up his task and strode away from his study and through the house.  Tearing the leather strip from his hair, he let it fly loose, his headache easing and his breath coming more evenly once he reached the cloistered court that was still his mother’s favorite retreat.

      “Good afternoon, dear.”  She beckoned him.  “Are you finally ready to tell me what’s got you stamping about, grumpy as a hungry bear?”

      “No,” he growled.  He should have known she’d realized something was going on.  The bad joints in her hip kept her largely confined to the house and this garden, but his mother still knew everything that occurred on the estate—and beyond.

      “Oh, dear.”  Her lip quivered.  “You truly must have been an ass.”

      He laughed out loud, and then sighed.  “I fear so.”

      And that was the crux of it, wasn’t it?  The thought that had distracted him all day, in the same way that the memory of Tamsyn’s lips beneath his had tortured him all night.  He had rushed to judge her.  All jokes aside, he was a big enough man to admit when he’d been wrong—and he feared he’d been so last night.

      He’d let his own shortcomings—and their old misunderstanding—alter his view of her.  But he couldn’t judge her on what had proven wrong—or on his own failings.  It was true that London did not appeal to him, but he didn’t know her well enough to judge what she would like, or where she would thrive.

      “Mother,” he asked abruptly.  “How did Aunt Morwen act when she discovered she had the Sight?”

      “I don’t think I can answer that question.  She’s always had it.  She was born with it.”

      He frowned.  “How could you tell?”

      “Oh, she always saw things we did not, and talked to creatures we couldn’t see.  Even in her cradle, she laughed at things that weren’t there.  It’s a part of her, and always has been.  Why do you ask?”  She turned her head sharply.  “And why do you not ask her?”

      He kept silent and sighed when his mother’s grin spread across her face.

      “So.  She would know why you were asking, would she?”  She sat back.  “Who is she?”

      “Are you sure you don’t share in my aunt’s talents?”  He rolled his eyes.

      “Come now.  Tell me all.  You’ll feel better.”

      He told her, and finished with a sigh.  “So there it is and I don’t feel better, for I fear I judged her too quickly.”

      “I should say so.  Most girls would be a blubbering mess, confronted so suddenly with such a circumstance.  The fact that she’s not hiding in her room or tearing her hair up on the parapets speaks well of her.”

      “That thought did occur to me—too late.”  He groaned.  “I’m sorry for it—but I’m afraid I’ve bollixed everything up.”

      “It does seem so.”  His mother shook her head.  “Now, what will you do about it?”

      “I’m going to go for a walk and figure that out,” Gryff said.  He pressed a kiss on her forehead and strode quickly through the gardens.  A dilemma like this required the peace and consolation of the forest.  He let his feet guide him toward the newly reacquired pixie barrow.  Perhaps they would take pity on him and send him a sign, letting him know what he should do.

      He didn’t hurry, so he wasn’t yet at the turning that would lead to the barrow when he heard a strident barking.  Not one of his great hounds, yapping like that.  Curious, he left the path and pushed through the underbrush, moving toward the ceaseless racket.  After a few minutes hacking, he emerged from a thicket at a curve in the stream.  A high bank had formed and below the dark hole of an animal burrow stood a little black poodle, covered in mud and happily haranguing whatever creature might be hiding there.

      “By Merlin’s beard, I hope whatever is in there is worth all of that caterwauling.”

      The dog stopped immediately and came to stand at his feet, hind end wagging in ecstasy, like he’d been waiting for Gryff all along.

      “Aye, then.  I suppose you are the lap warmer of some lady guest at Keyvnor?”

      The dog yipped once.

      “Well, then, come on,” Gryff sighed.  “I did ask for a sign, after all.”
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      “Tamsyn, there you are.”  Her father approached as she entered the parlor, stopping her before she could go further.  “I’m glad you are here.  Marjorie is still in the village, drat the girl.  I want you to meet a new arrival to the castle, a man here to consult with Hunt about a matter in the will.”  He leaned in close.  “There is no title, but quite a sizeable fortune, and he cuts a dash in Town—received by all, even the highest sticklers.”  He nodded sagely.  “This could be quite a useful connection for you girls, next Season.”  Turning, he urged her on.  “If not something more.”

      Tamsyn gave a little laugh.  “Fine, Father, I hear you.”  The message could not be clearer—but neither could the image of Gryff fixed firmly in her head.

      Following him to where her family had grouped before the fire, she craned her neck to see.

      “Ah, here you are, Tamsyn dear.”  Her mother turned, all smiles.  Her movement opened a gap, so that Tamsyn could see at last the man who had them all in a tizzy.

      She stilled, utterly unable to move.

      “May I present to you my eldest daughter, Lady Tamsyn?”  Her mother urged her forward.

      She couldn’t make herself bend, curtsy, smile, speak a greeting—any or all of the things that she knew she must do.  She could only stare.

      Her father beamed, her sisters simpered.  But Tamsyn was caught by the sight of the man before her—his form old and stooped.  His clothes were rich, but the brightness of his linen could not hide the age spots or the stray hairs that bunched in places everywhere but his head.  The smoothness of his superfine coat could not disguise his wrinkled skin or emaciated form.

      Her mother elbowed her.  “Tamsyn, meet Mr. Rowancourt.”

      “Oh.  I—uh, do excuse me,” she stammered.  “How nice to meet you.”

      Her brain was spinning and her heart pounded.  Rowancourt?  Wasn’t that the name Gryff had mentioned, in his story of the stranger who wanted the parcel of his father’s land?  Where the pixies were supposed to dwell?

      “And a pleasure to meet you, my lady.”  The man sent her father a charged look.  “Every daughter you present to me is more beautiful than the last.”

      It was a pretty compliment to the girls, but Tamsyn sensed it was her father that the man was interested in.  She looked wildly from him to her family, but they all seemed thrilled with the visitor.  What did they see, when they looked at him?

      “Truly, this one is special,” Rowancourt continued.  “You must feel right at home here in the wilds.  You have the touch of mist and magic on your brow.”

      Her sisters tittered.

      Tamsyn wondered just what he saw when he looked at her?

      “Mr. Rowancourt was telling us the best places to keep our horses in London, Tamsyn.  We told him what a grand rider you are.”

      “I suspect beauty and talent run together in all of your family,” he said smoothly.

      Tamsyn met the stranger’s gaze directly.  His eyes were the only part of him that didn’t look on the verge of collapse.  They were large and grey and she could almost swear she could see something swirling there, like a storm cloud.  “Thank you, sir.  You are kind.  My father said that you have come for the reading of the will?”

      “Did he?”  The man drew back.  “Yes.  It’s just a small matter.  I’m sure all will be put to rights.”

      She blinked, not having to feign confusion, but determined to find out everything she could.  “Do you mean that you have come on your own?  You were not summoned by Mr. Hunt?”

      “Now, now,” her father interrupted.  “I’ve assured Rowancourt that Hunt is a fine man and an upstanding solicitor.  He’ll see everything is done just as it should be.”

      She watched the stranger closely.  “Have you met Mr. Hunt yet, sir?  Father is right, he seems irreproachable.”

      “I haven’t met him, but I will soon enough.”  The old man arched a brow at her.  “And I think that you, my lady, have an idea that no one is truly as they present themselves to the world.”  He gave a little bow.  “Save for the present company, of course, which must be even more pleasing on deeper acquaintance.”

      Her sisters laughed again, thinking he was being flirtatious, but Tamsyn knew he was fishing for clarity just as she was.  “On the contrary, sir.  If my time here in the last few days has taught me anything, it’s that people are often more than what they seem.”  She tilted her head.  “Oh, and you also must ask Father to introduce you to Mr. Drake, the castle steward.  He’s been with the family for a long time and knows everything about the castle and the people here.  Surely he might be helpful in your business.”  She paused.  “Or have you met him already, as you were getting settled in?”

      “No, but I got in late in the evening.”  The stranger smiled at her mother.  “Enough of business matters, they are sure to bore young ladies.  We were going to have tea.”

      But it was too late.  Tamsyn watched the truth form before him, an image of the old man standing over a confused looking Drake, while the steward handed over a file of papers.  She looked closer even as the image began to fade.  Rowancourt looked the same, but that was a younger Mr. Drake.

      She fought to contain herself as they sat down to tea.  She couldn’t eat a thing and let her sisters carry most of the conversation.  Eventually a notion dawned on her.  She leaned over to Gwyn and asked, “What color would you call Mr. Rowancourt’s hair?”

      “Wheat?” Gwyn answered with a sigh.  “Or Starlight on Wheat?”

      “Hmmm,” was all the reply Tamsyn could manage.

      “His hair is all well and good, but that chin?  Those cheekbones?  I vow, such bone structure is crying out to be immortalized in marble.”  She giggled.  “Forget the portraits, we should ask Father to begin a collection of sculpture—and to start with him.”

      Tamsyn made another noncommittal sound.  Surely they must all be seeing the well-favored man that her father’s vision had shown her this morning.  She was the only one who could see the truth.

      But what did all of this mean?  She didn’t know.  She only knew she had to tell Gryff.

      And that thought made her heart pound for a completely different reason.

      “Isn’t it exciting, Tam?” Rose asked.  “Mr. Rowancourt travels with his own peregrine falcon.  I saw it when he arrived last evening.  I swear, it is the largest bird I’ve ever seen—and certainly the largest I’ve ever been close to.”

      “Falconry is somewhat of a lost art,” their visitor said.  “But I am happy to demonstrate when I travel, and have found some new recruits for the old sport.”

      “He’s going to show us this afternoon,” Rose said with enthusiasm.  “Have you finished, sir?  Might we go out now before the rain starts again?”

      “Rose!” her mother admonished.  “Calm yourself.  You will convince Mr. Rowancourt you don’t know how to behave.”

      “No, indeed, ma’am.  I am always happy to invite excitement about my beloved Piran.  He is a very worthy bird.”  He set down his tea cup and stood.  “Come, I am more than willing to show him off.”  His tone became sly.  “And there is always such interesting quarry in this part of the country.  We will do our best to entertain you all.”

      Tamsyn stood along with everyone else, but she drew her mother aside.  “I’m sorry, Mother, but I think I will go up to my room.  I’m feeling tired and I’d rather not turn missish at the sport.  And I’d rather miss the hawking than dinner.”

      Her mother sighed.  “If you must, but you are right, it would be best to come to dinner.  I suppose you aren’t sleeping well, either?”  She shook her head.  “I vow, if I get my hands on whoever is pounding upon the harpsichord so late . . . “

      “Yes, Mama.”

      Her mother rolled her eyes.  “Is it the thought of the hunt?  When I was a girl I would never have let that stop me.”  She heaved a sigh.  “Oh, very well.  If you see Marjorie, send her out.  She’s not the sort to let a little blood keep her from pursuit of a gentleman.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      She watched her mother trail after the rest, then ran back to her room.  Who or what was that man?  Rowancourt was the same name Gryff had used.  Was he back here trying to get that patch of Lancarrow land once again?

      She had to get word to Gryff.  But how?  She couldn’t charge over there, her parents would have twin fits.  A message then?  Perhaps Mr. Drake would help her.  She took up her shawl again and set out.  She was hurrying down the main stairwell, heading for the first floor when she heard barking outside.  The main door opened—and in strode Gryff, a muddy poodle in his arms.

      Her heart, which had been beating nearly double time all afternoon, gave a lurch.  He looked like a knight of old, his silhouette so broad and strong as he came through the arched doorway, his hair loose and flowing free.  For the first time in her life, her knees literally grew weak.

      “Gryff!  Thank heavens you are here!”

      Maids and a footman converged on them, drawn by the dog’s noise.

      “I understand this might belong here?”  Gryff put the dog down and it proceeded to run in noisy circles around the foyer.

      She drew a deep breath and commanded her dancing innards to behave.  “Yes.  This must be Oscar.”  She shot an imploring look at one of the maids.  “Will you be sure that he gets back to his mistress?”

      The maid called the dog to order and he followed her willingly, thank goodness.  They hadn’t gone far when she saw Lord St. Giles intercept the girl.  The poodle looked happy enough to see him, so she turned back to matters at hand.

      “And will you fetch my cloak?” she asked the footman.  Tamsyn took Gryff’s arm.  “Thank you ever so much, Mr. Cardew.  Why don’t we step outside and I’ll help you brush the mud off of your coat?”
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      She hustled him along with a hand on his arm, making him feel as exquisitely alive as a struck tuning fork, thrumming with anticipation.

      “I’m grateful for the chance at a few moments alone,” he told her.  “I wanted the chance to tell you . . .” He stopped walking abruptly, interrupting her headlong pace and pulling her around to face him.  “I wanted to tell you that I am sorry.”

      Her chin went up.  “About what?”

      “I was wrong.  I shouldn’t have judged you so quickly or harshly.”

      “Well, that’s true enough.”  She pulled her hand away.  “Yes, I am a lady, but I am also a woman.  I am far more than just a fragile piece of porcelain.”  She leaned toward him, her expression fierce.  “I am nuanced.”

      A gust of wind blew, as if in accompaniment with her words.  It carried a few raindrops from the nearest tree and scattered them across her brow and cheeks, marking her like the dew on a petal.  Her brave statement summoned a well of curiosity in him.  He stepped closer.  “Yes, I can believe that.”  Reaching out, he brushed a drop from near the corner of her mouth.  “Nuances.  I’d like to get to know them all.”

      “Well.”  She swallowed.  He was thrilled to see that she was as affected by their proximity as he.  Her hand reached up to stroke a lock of his loose hair—even as she stared at her fingers, bemused, as if they acted on their own volition.  “That is good news,” she whispered.

      They stood there, the air between them alive with heat and promise—until she abruptly withdrew, taking a step back.

      “Oh!  Well, lovely as that thought is . . .” She shot him a saucy look.  “And as much I would like to return to it, we must talk first.  Let me tell you what’s happened today.”

      She pulled him on, speaking as they went through the gardens.  He listened, growing more irate and concerned, until she brought him to a bench near the entrance to the maze and pushed him down upon it.  He almost laughed.  It was too adorable, he felt like a great hound being led and pushed about by a kitten.  But his smile faded when she sat next to him.

      Rather closer than strict propriety dictated.

      His blood started to heat.

      “Tell me more about what your Rowancourt looked like,” she demanded.

      Well, that cooled him off.  He thought back.  “Tall, blonde, dressed in the height of fashion.”  He shrugged.  “Good-looking enough to set the maids to tittering.”  He frowned, suddenly struck.  “Is that not what you see?”

      “No!  I see an old, old man, so withered and decrepit, it seems a miracle that he moves, still.”

      Realization dawned.  “So I see what the rest of the world sees and you see the truth of him.”  He hated to gloat, but . . .  “So that Second Sight has come in handy?”  He grinned, but it faded quickly and he shook his head.  “But what does it tell us?”

      “That Rowancourt is not a normal man,” she answered.

      They looked at each other, each wondering the same thing.

      What then, was he?

      A loud cry startled them both.  Suddenly a large bird swooped over the tall hedge wall of the maze.  Tamsyn shrank back into Gryff even as he realized it was a peregrine falcon, a big one—and it was struggling.  The mighty wings flapped madly and the animal fell lower before climbing higher than the hedge again.  He shaded his eyes, the better to see.

      “It’s got something,” he said, registering the delicious feel of her against him with part of his brain.  “And it’s fighting back.”

      The bird screamed again.  It was close now and he put an arm around Tamsyn—even as the falcon dropped its prey.  It fell to ground not far from where they stood.

      “Sweet saints in heaven—” Tamsyn leaned forward, peering at the thing, then drew back with a cry as the falcon made another run for it.

      The intended victim, a large white hare, jumped up, its sides heaving and blood streaming from the marks left by the bird of prey.  Gryff watched, stunned, as the animal didn’t run, but turned to face the oncoming bird.  As the cruel talons descended, it dodged, but then it leaped and tried to sink its teeth into the falcon’s leg.

      “What in—?  Get back!”  He pulled Tamsyn away as an extraordinary battle ensued, the like of which he’d never seen.  The bird hovered, flapping furiously, taking swipe after swipe at the hare and even coming about for another swoop at it.  But the hare continued to stand its ground and fight, leaping high, out of the way, and in an effort to take the bird down.

      At last, it succeeded, sinking its teeth into the falcon’s meaty thigh.  The screech was deafening and the hare dropped away with a mouthful of feathers as the falcon gave up and flew away.

      The hare waited until the bird was out of sight, then collapsed to the ground.

      Gryff exchanged a look with Tamsyn.  Together they gingerly stepped over to examine it.

      “What under the heavens?”  She sounded fascinated.  “What kind of creature is that?”

      He looked between her and the injured animal.  “It’s not a white hare?”

      She crept closer.  “Not unless Cornish white hares spout rams horns below their ears, sharp claws and a ridge of spiked dark hair along their spines?”

      “It’s Jump.”

      They both started as a young boy stepped up behind them.  Gryff glanced at the gravel path and then at Tamsyn.  “Did you hear him coming?” he asked.

      She was focused on the boy.  “Jump?” she asked.

      “Yes.  That’s his name.  He’s Tuft’s mount—and his friend.  They work together.”

      “And Tuft is . . ?”  She waited, eyebrows raised.

      But Gryff was blinking, trying to reconcile what he was seeing.  “Tamsyn?  Who is your friend?”  He could swear that where the sun’s rays hit . . . he could see through the boy to the path behind.

      “Oh, yes.  Mr. Gryffyn Cardew, meet Master Paul Hambly.”  She paused and turned a surprised expression to the child.  “Oh, I hadn’t thought.  We’re cousins, of a sort, aren’t we?”

      “Paul Hambly is dead, Tamsyn.” Gryff announced, still staring.

      The pair of them just stared back at him.

      He sucked in a breath.

      “You are the one who told me Cornwall was a land of magic and mystery,” she reminded him with an impertinent grin.

      “Fine, then.  I am pleased to meet you,” he said with a short bow to Paul.

      Tamsyn turned back to the animal in the grass.  “The poor thing is hurt.”  She removed her cloak and crouched down beside it.  “We should take it to the castle,” she said, folding the cloak.

      “We should take him to Tuft,” Paul said.

      “Who is Tuft, Paul?” she repeated.

      “He’s a . . . pixie.  The pixie, really, the most ancient and powerful one.  He can heal him.  He takes care of . . . everything.”

      “Fine, then,” she said, echoing Gryff’s words.  He had to admit, she was handling the exceedingly strange situation well.  “I’ll wrap him up.”

      “No, let me.  Wounded animals can be dangerous.”  He bent to ease the creature onto the cloak, but it raised its head and bared its teeth at him.  “Since when do hares growl?” he exclaimed.

      “Let me try.”  Tamsyn gently ran a hand over the long ears and the creature submitted, its breath coming fast.

      “Here.”  He fashioned a sling from the cloak and she tenderly laid the animal in before he fastened it around her shoulders and back.  “Let’s get you home, Jump,” she said and looked to Gryff.

      He looked to the ghostly boy.  “To the barrow?” he asked.

      The boy nodded.

      “Then let’s go.”  He cupped a hand under Tamsyn’s elbow and they set out.
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      She knew she was flushing more and more as they walked that never-forgotten path, but she could not help it.  Passing the gnarled oak was bad, but she nearly groaned out loud in embarrassment when Gryff helped her navigate the fallen log with her burden.

      Paul walked with them and he drew close to her as she stepped into the open meadow.  “There’s something you should know,” he said slowly.

      She arched a brow at him and waited.

      “Hares can growl and spirits can look nervous,” Gryff remarked to no one in particular.  “I am learning so much today.”

      Paul ignored him, obviously gathering his courage.  “Tuft is the one who gave you the ability to see . . . to see the truth in a man.”

      She stopped in her tracks.  “Tuft did,” she repeated flatly.  “The pixie?”

      The spirit boy nodded.

      “Why?  Why would he do such a thing?”

      “He meant it as a gift.”

      “But—” Jump moved against her just then and emitted a pitiful moan.  She started forward again, her lips pressed tight, trying to move smoothly and not jostle the poor creature.  Gryff kept a light touch on her arm as they crossed the clearing and she was grateful for his presence.  He led her across the meadow to a corner that was bordered by an impenetrable-looking thicket of trees, vines, thorns and shrubs.

      “It’s through here.  I’ll try to clear a path for you.  Stick close behind me.”

      He pushed and pulled and hacked, and held branches and vines aside for her as she gingerly followed in his steps.  And then they were through and out into another smaller clearing.

      The barrow rose up, dominating one end of the spot.  An earthen mound standing taller than a man and covered in grass and moss and the detritus of the forest, it stretched back, longer than she could make out.  A doorway, lined with thick stone, opened into the clearing.  Nothing but black gloom showed past the entryway and there was no noise or movement in the clearing.  Even the birds and the sough of branches in the wind had gone silent.

      “Tuft!” Paul called.  “It’s Jump!  He’s been hurt!”

      Suddenly, he was there.

      She couldn’t take her eyes off of him.  He was small, perhaps the height of her knee, and ancient, but in an absolutely different way from the old man masquerading at the castle.  Rowancourt reeked of wrong and a faint taste of decay.  This creature—his nose was bulbous, his mouth wide with deep grooves etched at the sides, but his eyes were large and . . . knowing.  He looked weathered, like he’d drunk in a thousand sunsets and sighed happily at the end of each one.

      He looked at her makeshift sling and his expression darkened.  His large ears tilted slightly toward her and then moved closer to his head.

      Gryff immediately stepped closer, as if to protect her and Paul followed suit.  “It was the falcon,” he explained.

      “He fought valiantly,” Tamsyn said as Gryff untied the sling at her back.  She knelt down.  “But he is hurt.”

      The small face twisted in dismay.  He clapped his hands and behind him, closer to the barrow, the meadow grasses leaped in answer.  They sprang upright, growing several feet in an instant, then began to loop and weave themselves together, forming a soft platform about six inches off of the ground.

      Pixie and wounded creature disappeared, then popped back in at the makeshift bed.  Tuft leaned over his friend, while behind him, several smaller creatures, all of different aspects, emerged from the dark mouth of the barrow.

      Tuft looked up and without a word they scattered.  One, fuzzy and dressed in brown, took to the trees.  Two little green creatures, their heads wrapped in soft, new leaves, scurried away through the grass, while a bluish sprite concentrated, sprouted wings and took to the air.

      “He’ll know what to do,” Paul said as the pixie bent over Jump once more.

      Tamsyn was still on her knees.  Gryff knelt down beside her.  “Might as well get comfortable.  I don’t think we should leave until the creature is safe.”

      She sat down, her mind gone numb at all of the things she’d witnessed today.  “Pixies,” she whispered.  She looked at Gryff.  “Your family was right.”

      He shook his head.  “I always knew it . . . but this . . .” He sighed.  “My aunt will be fair green with envy, when she hears about it.”

      But the thought had seized Tamsyn again.  She turned on Paul.  “Why?”  She nodded toward Tuft.  “Why did he do it?”

      The ghostly boy hung his head.  “Because I asked him to.”

      “What?”  Not the answer she’d been expecting.  “Explain.”

      “You did him a favor.  I thought he owed you one in return.”

      She snorted.  “Unlikely.  How could I do him a favor?  I knew nothing—hadn’t an inkling pixies were real before this moment.”

      Paul sighed.  “He was the one who laughed at you.”

      She froze.  A flush started low, in her belly and traveled upward until even the tips of her ears felt hot.  She did not dare glance at Gryff.

      “You made him laugh,” Paul rushed on, “and a good, heartfelt Pixie laugh is powerful.  It swept through the forest like a flood, doing good wherever it touched.”

      “Oh.”  A nurse, two governesses and her mother’s endless lectures—none of them had prepared her to answer to a statement like that.

      Beside her, Gryff ducked as the blue sprite whizzed over his head, returning on its errand.  Tuft accepted the fistful of offered leaves.  He whispered over them and tore them apart, sprinkling them over Jump’s wounds.  The other pixies trickled back too, bringing herbs and an acorn cup of liquid.  Tuft made use of them all and his assistants retreated to the barrow, peering out as the old pixie chanted softly over his friend.

      They waited.  “I thought it might have been a curse,” she said quietly.  “My father inherited an earldom, a castle, and I had inherited a curse.”  She sat silent for a moment.  “This is not the new life I’d envisioned.”

      She started a little when she felt Gryff touch a wayward curl, lying against her neck.

      “You weren’t wearing a bonnet the second time I saw you, either,” he said.

      She thought back.  “Of course I was.  I dressed properly for a visit to the village.  Mother would have had a conniption, otherwise.”

      “It wasn’t that day.  I saw you, you know, out riding with your father.  I’d been working with one of the tenants, repairing the thatch on his home.  I was covered in dirt and sweat, so I didn’t dare approach.  I watched as you raced the earl along the cliffs.  I thought you looked like a sprite, then, with your hair throwing fire back at the sun, a living flame, so light and confident on that horse.”  He shook his head as if clearing it and smiled at her.  “I was struck even harder than our first meeting, at Keyvnor—and I made sure I was in the village that day, so I could meet you again.”

      She reached her hand up and touched his, where it still hovered around her nape.  “I’m glad you did,” she said.

      “It may not be the life you envisioned,” he gestured around the glade, “but you are handling it like it was the one you were born to.”

      Suddenly, the chanting stopped.

      She got to her feet.  Tuft’s head bowed as he rested it on the edge of the makeshift platform.  Before him, the creature heaved a great breath.

      Tamsyn held her own breath as Jump stilled—then let it out on a huge sigh as the creature lifted its head to nuzzle Tuft.

      Paul moved closer to her.  “I know you aren’t happy with your gift,” he said soberly.  “If you ask now, Tuft might lift it from you.”

      Her heart leapt.  To be free, to go back to her normal self in her normal life . . . She paused.  Glanced at Gryff and then around the glade.  Could she go back?  Did she want to?  They had a mystery to solve and an unsavory character to deal with—and her ‘talent’ might be of help in both regards.

      “I . . .” She looked at Gryff again and held his gaze.  “I don’t think I’ll ask it, right now.”

      “You’ve done me a greater favor today,” a deep voice rasped.  Across the small space, Tuft looked at her.  He caressed Jump’s ears then crossed the space to stand in front of her.  “Because of that—had you asked, I would have done you the favor of not granting your request.”

      She nodded and Gryff reached for her hand.  She took it, grateful for the support.

      “So few humans heed the magic in the world.  They cannot, some of them, or will not.  But you—you have not closed yourself off—and so you were able to accept my gift.”  The pixie lifted his head high.  “And a gift it was.  To know the truth of a man is no small thing.  To see the truth of a thing, whether it be a fact, a heart or a name, gives you power over it.”  He peered up at her.  “Real power.  I trust you to use it wisely.”

      He stood, his manner expectant, so she nodded.  “I promise.”

      “Very well.”  He stepped back and looked from her to Gryff.  “Now then, this falcon.”  Bitterness crept into his tone.  “The bird belongs to a dangerous man.”

      “Rowancourt, yes?”

      She shivered as Tuft’s expression darkened.

      “That is not his name . . . but you’ve met him?”

      “Yes.  He is a guest at the castle.”

      Tuft breathed in sharply.  “Has the will been read?”

      “No.”

      Gryff stepped in.  “This man was here before, was he not?  He tried to wrest this place from my father.”

      “Your father was clever—and saved himself, quite literally.”  Tuft looked at Tamsyn.  “It is your father we must worry for now.  Is he much like you?  Is his heart open?”

      “I . . . uh, I’m not sure what you mean,” she answered.

      “The old earl, Young Paul’s father,” Tuft waved a hand at the boy.  “He grew to manhood in that castle, and he endured much in his life.  He could see the truth when it stood before him.  It meant that I was able to help him, protect him.”  He blinked his great eyes.  “And your father?” he asked her.  “Is he such a man?”

      Tamsyn struggled to follow his meaning.  “My father—do you ask if he believes in magic?”  She waved her hand.  “In ghosts and pixies?”  She laughed.  “My father believes in rank, connections and pound notes.”

      Tuft threw up a hand.  “Then I cannot protect him.  Can you convince him?  Use your new Sight to help him open his eyes?”

      “I . . . I could try.”

      “You must try, and you must succeed.  Open his eyes and then bring him to me.  If he comes with his heart still closed then he will not see me—and I will be able to do nothing.”  He made a shooing motion.  “Go now, and hurry.  And keep him away from that man.”

      Her heart pounded with fear and determination.  She turned to Gryff.  “Let’s go?”

      He held out his hand and she took it—and was surprised to see the shadows of evening stretching through the glade.  She glanced back—and the clearing was empty.

      Together, they turned and headed back to Keyvnor.
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      “My mother looks . . . fluttery,” Tamsyn whispered.  “It would likely be better if I speak to her alone.”

      They’d sneaked into the castle via the stone terrace and now stood in the darkened passage, watching Lady Banfield pace in her parlor, stop to harangue one of the younger Hambly girls, then pace again.

      Gryff was more than happy to avoid the obviously distressed countess, but he grabbed Tamsyn’s wrist as she prepared to go.  “I’ll wait for you on the terrace.  Come and find me before you speak to your father.  I might be able to help.”

      He took the opportunity to press a quick kiss to her wrist and sent her off with a becoming flush.

      He sat on the terrace, prepared for a wait and happy to see the clouds clearing at last, but Tamsyn returned after only a few minutes.

      “Father has retired already.  Marjorie and Jane as well.  There was a terrible ruckus with one of the servants—he struck Marjorie and tried to kill Jane!”

      “What?”

      She shivered and he pulled her into his arms.

      “How could that happen?  And yet, it sounds almost normal compared to everything we saw today.”

      “Where is Rowancourt?”

      “Playing billiards with some of the other gentlemen.”  She burrowed closer.  “It all feels so wrong . . . like the whole world has gone mad since we first set foot here.”

      She felt so small against him.  Turmoil colored her tone.  His arms tightened, responding automatically to his need to keep her safe and certain.  Her head tilted back—

      And a blood-curdling scream rang in the air, sounding like it echoed from the heavens above.

      She jumped, her eyes showing wild in the moonlight.  “Oh, this place!”

      She stilled then and stood a moment, her head held high like she was scenting the wind.  Reaching out, she grabbed his hand.  “Let’s go.  I need to get away from here.”

      “But your mother?”

      “Thinks I’ve gone up to bed.  She’ll never know—and there is someplace I’d like to see.”

      She led him then, not into the gardens, but to the other side of the castle, toward the sea.  A longish walk, then a short, steep climb found them at the top of the cliffs, with the broad expanse of the sky and sea before them and the wind raking steady fingers through their hair.

      “One of the maids told me about this place, said it was her favorite spot.  I had to see it—and I wanted to see it with you.”

      He was glad, but he dropped her hand and let her take the last few steps without him.  The sea wind caught her cloak and billowed it out behind her.  Her shoulders were back and her slim form was framed against the star swept sky.  As he watched she breathed deeply, sucking in the clean air like it would chase all of her troubles away.

      “God, I’ve been a fool.”  He said the truth into the wind, let the moon and the pounding waves bear witness.  “Look at all that you’ve done today,” he told her.  “How could I have said such witless things to you . . . damnation, was it just yesterday?”  He shook his head, disgusted with himself.  “You are a tower of strength hidden inside a tiny frame, and I was an idiot not to see it.”

      She smiled at him.  “No.  I didn’t know I could do so much until you challenged me.”  Her words held an air of confession.  “And I only attempted any of it because I knew you’d be there to see—and to protect me.”

      “Only you,” he said, stepping close and bracketing her face with his hands.  “Since that moment eight years ago, when I first glimpsed you brightening up that dreary hall, I’ve only thought of you.”  His gaze burned into hers.  “Look, look between us, above us.  There is no image to tell you that I’m lying.  It’s God’s honest truth, Tamsyn.  For me, there is only you.”

      “I don’t need to look,” she whispered.  “You’ve never lied to me, and I don’t need the pixie’s gift to tell me so.”  She closed her eyes briefly, then smiled up at him.  “And it’s been the same with me, Gryff.  Since that day, for me too.  You are the one who looks, who pays attention—and sees the truth in me.  Even when I despised you, I cared, and now . . . now I know how wonderful it is to have you by my side . . . and I want you there always.”

      He couldn’t speak, his own heart was so full.  So he kissed her pert nose and a freckle on each cheek—and then his restraint was gone and his lips, then his hands were on her.  He tucked her cloak over her shoulders and molded her breasts, right through her frock.  He couldn’t stop.  His palms slid over her, moving down to ease over her hips and slide down her thighs.  He was learning her, claiming her as is his in the most primitive fashion.

      She didn’t seem to mind.

      He tugged her away from the cliff’s edge, then took off his own cloak and spread it out in a clever little dip in the hillside.  Tenderly, he laid her down and settled to the business of kissing her.

      He took his time about it.  They had several years to make up for, didn’t they?  He breathed in lilac and brushed her mouth with his time and again.  Eventually, he deepened the kiss.  Diving into her mouth with each sweep of his tongue he tumbled them both down and down into sweet pleasure.

      “Nuances,” he murmured against her.  “Every one is delicious.”

      She laughed.  Her nipples were pebbled into attention and he let his fingers scramble, freeing her from her bodice, stays and chemise.

      “You truly are like porcelain,” he murmured, drinking in the sight of her.  Firm and high, her breasts shone in the moonlight.  He trailed a soft, light touch across her waiting flesh.

      Gasping, she arched into the caress.

      And that was the last of his self-command.  He filled his hands with her and gave her breasts their due, paying his respect and reverence with lips, tongue and fingers.  Her head went back and his arms went around her and their bodies pressed together, calling for more.  He groaned at the feel of her against his hot, hard length.

      Gradually, then, with his heart pounding and his body protesting, he began to pull away.

      She sighed and touched his face.

      He watched her, his heart overflowing.

      “Our time will come,” he said softly.  “When the will is read and all of this trouble settled—”

      “Yes.”  She pressed a kiss to his mouth.  “Then it will be our time—and I will bring you back here and have my way with you.”

      He laughed and gathered her close and they lay together and let the peace of the night wash over them.
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      Early the next morning, Tamsyn lay in wait on the stairwell outside her parents’ rooms.  She would catch her father before Rowancourt could.  Stifling a yawn, she leaned her head back against the railing and hoped none of the maids would find her here.

      “You heard the screaming last night, didn’t you?”

      She clutched her chest.  “Paul!  Don’t do that!”  Settling back again, she nodded.  “I did hear it.  Do you know who it is?”

      “Yes.”  He looked downcast.

      “Is someone in trouble?  Paul?”

      He looked up at her, despairing and more transparent than usual.  “It’s my mother.”

      Tamsyn stilled.  How did one address something like this?  “Paul, is your mother’s spirit here too?  At the castle?”

      “No.  She’s not a spirit.  She’s alive.”

      “Your mother is alive?”  Tamsyn wondered if her father knew.

      “Yes, but she is . . . disturbed.  They keep her locked in the tower.”

      She stared, aghast.  “Your mother is locked in the tower—and has been all of these years, when everyone thought she had died?”

      “Yes.  Father thought it was best that way.  She’s mad, they say.  But mostly she’s just very unhappy, and it  . . . unhinges her.”

      “I am so sorry, Paul.”  She’d wondered what would bind a child’s spirit to a place like this and now she thought perhaps a mother’s grief would do it.  “Do you . . . visit her?  Like you speak to me?”

      “No.  She doesn’t see me.  Only at night sometimes, when she’s drifting to sleep.  Then she can feel me touch her hand or her hair.  Sometimes it soothes her.”  He grimaced.  “Although sometimes it upsets her, instead.”

      “Truly, I’m sorry.”

      He glanced quickly over his shoulder.  “Here they come.”  He faded away.

      Her mother emerged first, already scolding.  Tamsyn smoothed her skirts and moved to intercept them in the doorway.  “Good morning, Mother.”  She kissed her proffered cheek. “Father, I wondered if I might talk to you?”

      “Yes, yes,” he sighed.  “Come along to breakfast.”

      “Please, sir.  I’d like to speak with you alone?”

      Her parents exchanged glances.

      “I can have a tray sent up,” her mother began.

      ‘No!  No, I’ll hear Tamsyn out and then I’ll be down.  Eggs on trays are always cold.  Can’t abide cold eggs.”  He held open the door and beckoned her in.  “Well?”  He indicated a chair in her mother’s sitting area.  “Let’s have it.  A spat with your sister?  Got your eye on one of the young men?”

      She flushed.  “No, sir.  Well . . .” She shook her head.

      “Get on with it, girl!”

      “It’s just . . . this castle . . . it’s a strange place, isn’t it?”

      “Heard about your sister and the Hawkins girl, have you?  Well, don’t fret.  The servant is in custody—barking mad though he may be.”

      She despaired of actually getting him to listen.  “Did you know that a mad woman lives in the tower?”

      He bolted upright.  “How did the devil did you hear that?  The servants surely aren’t talking after all of this time?”

      “No, sir.  Someone else told me.”

      “Who?”

      She paused.  “Her son.”

      He frowned.  “Someone is toying with you.”

      “Have you ever seen a ghost, Father?”

      He rolled his eyes.  “Don’t let others make a cake of you, girl.”

      “Her son, Paul.  He was around five years old when he died, was he not?  His spirit lives on in this castle, Father.  He’s been talking to me.”

      He began to look truly alarmed.

      “I’m not mad, Father.  I can prove it.”

      “How?”

      “Perhaps Paul will show himself to you, too?” she asked into the air.

      The boy popped into the space between their chairs.  Her father did not react in the slightest.

      “He won’t see me,” Paul said.

      She decided to try another tactic.  “Is it this part of the country?” she asked.  “Haven’t you felt it?  The servants talk of ghosts, the villagers whisper about witches and . . . pixies.”

      “Stuff and nonsense.  Don’t let them corrupt your pretty little head, my dear.”

      “It too late.  Something’s happened to me since I came here.  I can show you, Father.”

      He shook his head, started to rise.

      She reached out and took his hand.  “Please?”

      Sighing, he sat.

      “Think of something I don’t know.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She cast about and her gaze fell on her mother’s wardrobe.  “Think about what mother wore on your wedding day.  I don’t know what it was.  Now, tell me about it—but make it a lie.  Tell me something different than what she truly wore.”

      He started to bluster again, but met her gaze and gave in.  “Your mother wore a yellow dress on the day we married.”  He waved an impatient hand in the air.

      The truth bubbled into clarity between them.  An image of her mother joining him at an altar.  “No.”  She stared in wonder.  “Mother looked beautiful in ice blue, with white rosebuds in her hair.”

      The earl paused.  “Your mother could have told you.”

      “She didn’t.”

      “Someone in the family, then.”

      “I’m telling you the truth, Father.  Test me again.  With something I could never, ever know.”

      He frowned, thought a moment, then started to speak.

      “Make it a lie!” she reminded him.  “And I’ll see the truth.”

      “When I was a lad of twelve, I was thrashed.  I stole a box of cigars from my father’s desk.”

      The image formed, strong and clear.

      “It wasn’t you, but a ginger-haired boy.  You didn’t tell the truth, but took the punishment.”

      He gaped at her.

      She looked closer, even as the vision faded.  “It wasn’t cigars.  It was . . . Father!”  She blushed a little.  “It was a book of naughty pictures.”

      He drained of all color.  “How?” he asked.  “No one knows.  Only that lad knew—and he died before you were born.”

      “I told you, Father.  Before we came here, I had no idea that these sort of things happened, that the old myths and stories were real—”

      Something sharp rapped upon the door.  “Lord Banfield?”  It was Rowencourt!  “We had an appointment this morning.”

      “No!”  She lunged to stop him when her father would have stood.  “Don’t let him in, Father, he is not what he seems!”

      “What do you mean, girl?”  He still looked spooked.

      “He’s lied about who he is.”

      “About what?  His fortune?  His connections?”

      “I don’t know about those—but I know he’s here because he wants something from you—something to do with that Lancarrow land—and what’s on it.”

      The rapping came again.

      “Don’t let him in.  He’s not a strapping young man, Father.  He’s ancient and decrepit and unnatural.  I think he means you harm.  I have a friend, an unusual friend, but he can protect you—”

      The door opened—without anyone touching it.  Paul faded away.

      “Good morning,” Rowancourt said enthusiastically.  “What have we here?”

      “Good morning to you, sir.”  Her father assisted her to her feet.  “Just talking with my daughter.”

      “Not a happy consultation, it would seem.”  Rowancourt smiled at her and her skin crawled.  “Having troubles, Lady Tamsyn?”

      “Just girlish worries,” her father demurred.  “She will be fine.”

      “What?  Worries?”  Rowancourt fixed an intent stare on the earl.  “On a fine morning like this?  Utter nonsense.”

      “That’s right.”  Her father visibly relaxed.  “No need for worries. Or nerves.  Beautiful day, eh?”  He smiled.  “We were to walk out this morning, were we not, Rowancourt?”

      “We were.”  The old man transferred all of his attention to her.  “I think perhaps, you should come with us, Lady Tamsyn.”

      His will felt palpable and amorphous, surrounding her at first like a mist, then tightening into a fist.  Her mouth opened.  She could feel herself beginning to agree, but she fought it, imagined herself throwing her arms wide to fight off the closing grip—and wanting to cheer when she felt it recede.

      “No, thank you, Mr. Rowancourt.  And if you don’t mind, I’ll ask you to reschedule your plans with Lord Banfield.  We have some urgent matters to attend to.”

      Rowancourt made a small, quick gesture with his hand and her father immediately objected.  “What?  No.  Too beautiful a day to waste on weighty manners.  Come and walk with us, my dear.”

      Before she could answer, Rowancourt made another, larger motion, as if he threw something her way.

      The jolt hit her hard.  She felt as if she were falling, falling—but after a moment realized that she hadn’t moved.  She couldn’t move.  Saints, but it was horrible!  She gagged.  She needed to run, to escape, but her every limb was clamped, frozen in a vise grip that smelled, felt and tasted of him.

      “Now then,” he said with satisfaction.  “You are an interesting one.  Do you know how long it’s been since I had to resort to a direct spell like that?”

      She struggled silently while he sauntered toward her and circled around, running a measuring gaze over her, touching a finger to her brow and finally, leaning in to sniff her.

      “Ah, there it is.  Such a familiar smell, the whiff of pixie magic, but how it does take me back!”  Crossing the room, he looked out the window and over the courtyard.  “I had just meant to pick up a stray gardener, you know.  Perhaps a groom.  But the more I learn about you, Lady Tamsyn, the more I think that you might be the right choice.”  He came back and smiled brightly at her father.  “Well now, let’s have a walk, shall we?”

      Her father agreed, and turned to her.  “Coming, Tamsyn?”

      “Oh, yes, she is.”  The pair of them left the room.  To her horror, she felt her body, heeding another’s will instead of her own, move to follow.

      [image: ]

      “Thank you, Hunt.”  Gryff breathed a sigh of relief as the solicitor handed over the papers.  “I do apologize for requesting this at the crack of dawn, but believe it or not, it is important.”

      Hunt shrugged.  “If you say so.  The papers were signed, in any event.  I asked the earl to make the transfer after we last talked.”  He yawned.  “Will you join me for breakfast?”

      “Thank you, but I must be going.”  He put the papers in a leather bag and strapped it over one shoulder and across his chest.  “Urgent matters, you see.”

      “Very well.  Will I see you for the reading of the will?  I suppose it’s not necessary, now.”

      Gryff paused.  “I don’t know.”

      “Well, then, just in case, let me say it was a pleasure doing business with you.”

      “Goodbye, Mr. Hunt.”

      Gryff left the study, his mind busy.  Now, at least, Tamsyn’s father should be safe.  Gryff might not know exactly what they were dealing with, but he was better armed than Lord Banfield.

      He hesitated at the end of the passageway.  He wanted to see Tamsyn.  Wanted to see her bright smile, touch her soft skin, kiss her eager mouth.  And he wanted to ease her fears about her father and assure her that whatever came—they would face it together.

      He let his feet carry him toward the front of the house.  A footman found him at the entry hall and Gryff asked after Lady Tamsyn.

      “She’s likely at breakfast with the family, sir.  Would you like me to announce you?”

      Paul appeared on the stairwell behind him.  “Rowancourt has her!” he called.  “Her father too.”

      Gryff froze.  “Where?”

      “In the dining room, sir,” the servant answered, looking at him like he was mad.

      “He’s taken them outside.  I think they are heading for the barrow.  If you hurry, you can catch them!”

      The footman stared as Gryff turned and ran.
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      Every fiber of her being recoiled from what was happening to her.  Her skin crawled.  Still, she walked on, following her father and Rowancourt.

      Her mind was her own, though, thank goodness, and though she fought as they made their way through the gardens, past the oak and into the forest, it took until they reached the stream before she regained control of her tongue.

      “You will not harm my father,” she bit out.

      “Stars, but you are strong.”  Rowancourt seemed almost delighted.  “No, my dear.  I will not harm your father.  He has no taint of pixie magic, which means he is still of use to me.  You on the other hand . . .”  He let his words trail away.

      She would have closed her eyes, if she would not likely have fallen on her face.

      “You’ll have to believe me when I tell you that I am conferring an honor on you.  Never, in all of these years, have I chosen a woman as a substitute.  I have been curious, to be sure, but my reluctance always won out.  It wouldn’t be wise to choose an inferior sacrifice and how might it affect my regeneration?  No way to know.”  He cast an appraising glance over his shoulder.  “But here you are, strong of will and mind, supple of body and already touched by magic.”  He shrugged.  “It seems time to experiment, if only to keep you from hounding me over the next years.”

      Crossing the fallen log was terrifying, with no control over the placement of her feet.  And when she reached the end, she did slip, landing with one foot in the stream.

      Rowancourt looked back and smirked.  “Stop there,” he commanded as she struggled up onto solid ground.  “Stay until you are called.”  He beckoned her father.  “You come with me, but hold a moment while I prepare.”  He waved his hands in the air and a rich cloak of grey appeared between them, flared high and settled over her shoulders.  He moved to face the tangled snarl that hid the barrow and said something low to the earl.

      She jumped when Paul popped in next to her.  She had to strain to see him from the corner of her eye.

      “Thank heavens,” she breathed.  “Help me!  Is there anything you can do?”

      “I don’t think so,” he said miserably.

      “Please.”  She struggled against Rowancourt’s hold.  “Can you get Gryff?”

      “He’s already coming!”

      She breathed a sigh of relief.  Across the meadow, Rowancourt raised his hands and spoke something she didn’t understand.  The complicated twist of foliage shuddered, then parted like a curtain, exposing the barrow and the small clearing before it.

      Tuft stood in the middle.

      “Who is that?” her father asked affably and Tamsyn groaned.  Now he believed?

      Tuft’s expression lit up.  He raised his hand but Rowancourt drew something from his cloak and tossed it at the pixie.  It bounced high off of his hat, shining like a coin and then sprouted quicker than the eye could follow, becoming a metal cage that completely surrounded Tuft.

      “Oh, ho!”  Rowancourt crowed.  “So long have I waited to use that!  So much work to perfect it!”  He sighed in dramatic fashion.  “And every effort well worth it.”

      Tuft struggled.  He clapped his hands, but nothing happened.  He touched a bar and recoiled at once.

      “It’s iron, of course, you old fool.  Your magic is nulled.”

      “You call me an old fool?  You are the one who has committed atrocities in your quest for more years on this earth—and accomplished nothing with them.”  Tuft shook his head.  “That is beyond foolish.  It is tragic.”

      “Wait.  Paul!”  Tamsyn exclaimed softly.  “I think I have it!  I need you to call me!”

      “What?”

      “Stay until you are called, that’s what he said.  It might work!  Go back—back to the woods behind us, and call me—quietly!”

      “I’ll try.”  He popped out.

      “We cannot let this continue,” Tuft was saying.  “You pollute our home with your evil deeds, warp our magic with your dark sorcery.  We will find a way to stop you.”

      Rowancourt laughed.

      “Tamsyn!”  Paul’s voice floated softly from the forest.  “Tamsyn!”

      Watching Rowancourt carefully, she struggled against the spell.  The call came again, her name on the wind and—there!  She moved her head, just the smallest bit.

      “Did it work?” Paul was back, and this time she could turn her head to look at him.

      “Yes!  It’s draining away, but slowly.”  She tucked her head down, but couldn’t yet move her arms.

      “Enough!” Rowancourt declared, across the way.  “You are powerless, imp.  I will continue on as I have before.”  He beckoned.  “Lord Banfield, come here to me now.”

      Her father obeyed.

      “Here is where your help is needed.  The pixie has blocked me, you see.  I cannot enter the clearing.  See the doorway, there?”  He pointed to the barrow.

      Her father nodded.

      “Your daughter and I need to enter there, together.”

      “No!  He’ll kill her!” Tuft called.  “Do not grant him access!  He’ll take her in there, leave her dead body in his own place and live out her years—and as far past as magic can stretch them!”

      Tamsyn gasped and her father shook his head.

      But Rowancourt gestured and the tension eased from her father again.

      “Only the holder of this land can grant me permission to go in there,” the old man said.  “It’s a bit of ancient lore that the sprite forgot, when he tried to banish me.”

      “How interesting,” her father said.

      “Lord Banfield,” Rowancourt said.

      “Yes?”

      “You are the land holder.  You must grant me permission.”

      “I’d rather not.”  Her father’s expression grew strained again.

      “But you will.”  Rowancourt’s words rang with command.

      “Oh, I will?  Well, then.”  He waved a hand.  “Go ahead.”

      “No!” Tuft slumped down in his cage.

      Rowancourt grinned.  He raised his hands and stepped forward.

      And drew up short, bumping into an invisible wall.

      He let out a curse that made several of the small pixies at the opening squeak and withdraw.  “What is this, old one?” he rasped.  “What have you done?”

      Tuft looked up, big eyes hopeful.

      Rowancourt cried out in anger.  He shouted to the sky and called down a ball of blue fire.  Snarling, he launched it at Tuft, but it bounced harmlessly off of the cage.

      The sorcerer’s face reddened.  He called again and this time he threw his sphere of anger and destruction at her father.

      Tamsyn screamed as the blast knocked her father back and into the underbrush.

      “Come here!” Rowancourt yelled at her.  Her legs and feet, still under his spell, carried her over, though she fought each step.  He pulled her close, whipped a knife out from beneath his cloak and held it to her throat.

      “Remember your power,” Tuft told her softly.

      “Now,” he said, breathing heavily.  “You will say the words.”  He addressed her father, who lay dazed on the ground.  “Grant me access with the precise words, you blubbering dolt.  Do you understand?”

      “It won’t work.”

      Tamsyn gasped.  She knew that voice.  Gryff!  Rowancourt whirled around to face him, taking her with him.

      “Who are you?” the sorcerer asked.

      “Cardew.”  Gryff met her gaze.  “Let the girl go.”

      “Cardew?  But he sold—” Rowancourt’s grip on her tightened.  “Ah, you are the younger?  And you took possession of the land early.”  He shook his head.  “I would think you clever, had you any chance of benefitting from the move.”

      “Let the girl go.  Let her father go, as well.  We’ll settle this between us.”

      “Gryff!  No!”

      “Ah, like that is it?” Rowancourt laughed.  The blade pressed closer and she felt a trickle of blood run down her neck.  “Let me in there.  Do it now or they will both die.”

      “I’ll let you in, provided you do one thing.”

      The sorcerer snorted and rolled his eyes.  “What is it you want?”

      “Take me in there instead.  Let them both go.”

      He meant it, she knew.  There was no image forming over his head.

      “Agreed,” Rowancourt said at once.

      She also knew that the sorcerer did not mean to keep his word.  “He’s lying,” she shouted.  “He means to kill us all,” she said on a sob.  “Tuft, too!”

      “How do I make him keep his promise?” Gryff asked Tuft.

      “A blood vow,” the pixie answered.  “He’ll have to fulfill his promise.”

      “Then we’ll do it.  You’ll make a blood vow with me, or you’ll never get in there,” Gryff told the villain.

      Rowancourt sighed.  “Agreed.”  He thrust her away and she fell to her hands and knees in front of him.

      “You can stop him,” Tuft whispered from his nearby cage.  “Remember the power of the truth.”

      She didn’t understand.  In despair, she looked up—and saw what the sorcerer intended.  “No!”

      Gryff had bent to pull his knife from his boot, but Rowancourt held his at the ready.  Before he could launch it, she lurched to her feet and fell on his arm, knocking them both to the ground.

      “Interfering she-devil!” the sorcerer spat.  He rolled her over and held his blade just below her eye.  And at last she felt a flicker of understanding.  So close—and facing him—she realized what she had missed before.  His rich cloak.  It was held closed at the shoulder by a brooch—an intricately carved piece with a raised hawk’s head in the middle.

      “Say the words,” he shouted to Gryff.  “Let me in or I will start carving and not let up until you do!”

      Gryff dove at him and they rolled away together.  She scrambled to sit up, her mind racing.  He was the same man.  So many hundreds of years.  The boy from the mine.  The old man from the painting.  The sorcerer tormenting them today.  All the same man!

      “Truth has power,” Tuft shouted.  “Recognize his truth and you can elevate or destroy!  Who is he, Lady?  Name him!”

      What was the name?  The butler had spoken it.  The brooch, the carving . . . a child named . . .

      “Grindan!” she shouted.  “Your name is Grindan!”

      The sorcerer gasped and froze atop Gryff, his knife held high.

      “Now, command him!” Tuft ordered.

      “You belong in that barrow, Grindan.  You and no other!  Now take your place . . . and go to hell!”

      Rowancourt’s head dropped back.  His mouth opened.  A horrendous rumble came from out of him.  The knife dropped.  His fingers, where they reached toward the sky, turned black, then melted to ash.  In an instant he was crumbling, from his finger downward—and the ash was rising up and riding a swirl into the barrow.  When the last of it disappeared inside, a crash sounded like a gong—and at the same moment the iron cage disappeared—and she felt the last of the hold on her legs drain away.

      “Gryff?  Gryff?”  She crawled over to him and kissed his forehead, his nose, and his neck.  “Are you all right?”

      “Yes.”  He sat up, then groaned and grabbed his shoulder.

      “Oh, good heavens, you’re bleeding!  He got you.”

      “I think the knife got me, when it fell,” he grumbled.

      She clapped a hand over her mouth, feeling more than slightly hysterical.

      He drew back, indignant, and then groaned again.  “Are you laughing?  You think it’s funny?”

      “No.”  She pressed her lips together.  “Of course not!”

      “No?”  Tuft stood beside them with a grin.  “Well, I do!”

      And he threw back his head and laughed.
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      The castle corridors were empty.  Everyone had gathered for the reading of the will.  Tamsyn lingered behind, waiting until her mother’s attention had shifted, then she slipped away and snuck out into the gardens.

      It was a glorious, sunny day and Gryff waited for her by the rose garden.  They took the long way around the castle again, talking and laughing, hearts beating in anticipation as they aimed for the cliffs.

      Just before they started to climb, Tuft stepped out of nowhere.

      “Oh!”  She stopped.  “Good day, Tuft.”  She hadn’t seen him since they’d collected her poor, dazed father and come home to Keyvnor.  She’d wondered, in fact, if she’d ever see him again.

      The old pixie inclined his head.  “Good day.  I’d hoped for a word.”

      “Of course.”  Gryff indicated a nearby pile of rough granite and they all perched, settling comfortably.

      “You did well,” Tuft told her, and Tamsyn flushed.

      “We all did well, I think.”

      “I was beginning to fear we’d never get the best of that wicked boy,” the pixie sighed.  “But I suppose we were waiting for you.”

      “I . . . Well, I’m glad I could help.”

      “Now, we owe you, and I can tell you, it’s like an itch I can’t scratch, to be owing a human.  So I thought perhaps we could settle the debt.”

      She’d actually given this some thought.

      “I was wondering if you’d like me to call back my gift, and leave you in peace, without the Sight to disturb you.”

      “Actually, I had a different idea,” she said with a raised brow.  “I wonder if you would hear me out?”

      He crossed his arms.  “Go ahead.”

      She explained and he gave her a warm look of approval.  “Agreed,” he said simply.  He stood.  “Paul,” he called.

      The ghostly boy appeared before them.  “That’s a surprise,” he said, nodding to them all.  “You don’t usually leave the wild places, Tuft.”

      “The girl has no further need of her gift.  She’s passing it to you.”

      “To me?  But I don’t need—”

      “She’s asked that I make it so that your poor mother will see you—and be comforted by your presence.  So you can spend some quiet time together of an evening, and her tortured mind will rest easier.”

      “Oh,” he breathed.

      “Will you accept this gift?”

      “Yes.” He turned to Tamsyn.  “Thank you!”

      “Then so it is.”

      And just like that, both of them were gone.

      “Well.” Gryff said.  “That set me down a peg or two.”

      She stood up and whirled about, stopping before him.  “What?  Why?  What do you mean?”

      “I had a surprise planned for you, but I’m not sure I can measure up to what just happened.”

      She threw herself in his arms.  “Oh, I’m sure you can.  And if not, we could have quite a bit of fun trying.”

      He laughed and they continued on.  They were nearly to the top when she saw what he’d done—and she gasped in delight.

      “How long have you been working at this?”  Her hands were clasped at her bosom in delight.

      “A day or so,” he confessed.

      “I love it,” she breathed.

      “I love you,” he answered.  “I want to show you.”

      He led her over and she marveled at the rough shelter, its back one of the rocky protuberances scattered over the cliff tops, its sides constructed of branches, leaves and tough sea grasses, and its front opened to the sight and sound of the sun on the water and the pounding of the surf below.

      “Come and see.”

      She did, surprised to see tiny ribbons and flowers entwined with the foliage.

      “How beautiful,” she whispered.

      He looked sheepish.  “I confess, that bit was not me.”

      “Who, then?  Does someone else know about this?” she found that more than a bit alarming.

      “The pixies do, I gather.”

      “Oh, how lovely.”

      He led her around to the front and she saw blankets spread out and wine cooling in a rough bucket and a huge picnic basket waiting in the shade.

      He took her hand and kissed it, then he reached for the other and held them both as he gazed at her, his expression tender.

      “The longer I worked on this, the more enamored of it I became,” he told her.  “Look around, Tamsyn.  This place, it is us.  Me, you, the wind and the sky and the richness of the earth.  A veneer of civilization, a touch of magic and an abundance of love.”

      She sighed, so deeply touched, and blinked away tears.

      “It’s everything I’d like us to be.  Will you join with me, Tamsyn?  Marry me and turn this perfect day into a lifetime?”

      She threw herself at him again, reveling in the height and breadth of him, in the strength of his arms and the beauty of his soul.

      “Yes.  Yes.  A thousand times, yes.”

      His expression was solemn as he laid her back on the blankets.  The heft and weight of the moment felt as vast, as important and satisfying as his bulk pressing her to the earth.

      She helped him remove his coat and kissed his bandaged shoulder, and then buried her fingers in his sun-warmed hair.  He worshiped her and she accepted it as her due—and gave him the same in exchange.  And when he eased her back and his shoulders blocked the sky, she moved her legs, opening wide and welcoming him home.

      Their gazes held as he moved inside of her, strong and sure.

      “You are mine,” he whispered.  “As I am yours.  We are one now, as witnessed by the land and the sea.”

      “Yes,” she answered.  “Yes.”

      As one they stretched, boundless, enduring.  She gloried as his body held hers, drove into her, filled her like wind in sails and they ranged high and voyaged far, riding the waves of pleasure into their new life—together.

      They dressed afterward, and sat entangled while they watched the tide race out below.

      “It’s this moment,” she said softly.  “Mother will insist on a betrothal ball, now that she’s finally come around.  There will be the wedding and a breakfast, but in my heart I’m wedded to you from this moment.”

      He kissed her fingers.  “I feel the same.”

      She let the peace and the strong beat of his heart lull her for a bit, and when she opened her eyes he was regarding her quite seriously.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “I was thinking of Tuft and of that laugh and how it saved us—but how it cost us too.  What would it have been like, to have been close to you all of these eight years?  For you know, I would have kissed you that day in the forest, and I would have waited for you.”

      She nodded.  “I know.”

      “Would I have traveled to Truro, danced with you at assemblies, invited you to tea to meet my mother?  I feel as if I have a hundred things to show you and tell you and so much to make up for.”

      She sighed.  “But I think I shall love you more, for the not having you.  I am glad it’s over, though,” she confessed.  Sighing, she kissed him.  “We have all of our days to make up for what we missed—and I intend to enjoy myself mightily in the doing of it.”

      He laughed.  “As do I.”

      And so they did.
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      Castle Keyvnor in deepest Cornwall was the perfect place to avoid being seen. The many nooks and crannies, spiral staircases, crenellated walls, and forbidding fortifications meant it was also a marvelous place for a game of hide and seek. Unfortunately, due to the somber nature of the gathering to sort out the Earl of Banfield’s successor, such a frivolous pastime would have to wait.

      Violet DeLisle shivered, and wrapped her shawl more closely around her shoulders. Current fashion that required high-waisted, bosom-exposing gowns left all ladies prone to catching a chill. She was sitting in the drawing room with her stepmother, half-sister, and various members of the Banfield clan. There was a fire in the huge fireplace, but the heat barely penetrated the soaring stone walls covered with tapestries.

      As usual, the women were waiting on the men of the family to make all the noteworthy decisions about the future of the unentailed parts of the Banfield estate. The gentlemen were currently attending a meeting with the family solicitor, Mr. Hunt. Her father’s interest in the matter was fairly peripheral, as the deceased dowager countess, Evelyn DeLisle was his aunt. Violet had no doubt that he would make his voice heard. He certainly liked the sound of it enough.

      Violet focused on her darning. She needed her woolen stockings more than she had anticipated in the draughty hallways, where the wind echoed with a keening sound that set her nerves jangling. And she was never one to fly into alt. She left that to her beautiful, fragile half-sister.

      A delicate sigh brought her attention from her work to the half-sister in question.

      “This is so dull, Violet. Why did Papa make us leave home for this? He could have come alone.”

      “We were expected to attend, Letty. And you must remember that you look very dashing in black.”

      “That is true… and I do have my new hat to show off.” Letty sat up, her blonde curls bobbing. “Mama said the Suttons might be coming. Their father is distantly related to the Hambly family. Have you heard from them?”

      “Me?” Violet tried to look uninterested.

      “You still write to Kitty, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do.” Violet wrinkled her brow as if searching for the answer; she had already underlined the date in her diary in red ink, and mayhap adorned it with a flowery heart or two. “I think they might be arriving today, but I cannot be certain.”

      “All of them?” Letty clasped her hands to her bosom. “Dear Charles, too?”

      “Possibly.” She’d forgotten that Letty had met all three of the Sutton brothers in London during her first Season. “Charles? Don’t you mean Edwin? He is the oldest son.”

      “And the eldest son inherits everything. I am well aware of that, Violet, and I know my duty to my family.” Letty smoothed her skirts. “But Charlie is so amusing.”

      Violet almost stabbed her finger with her needle. Charlie? That was her special name for him! When had Letty decided she had the right to use it?

      The door to the morning room opened and the butler came in, bringing a fresh tray of tea. A footman with another tray containing glass decanters followed behind him.

      All the ladies sat forward expectantly as the hum of male voices drew closer and then overflowed into the room. Violet saw her father, and then the far more friendly face of her stepmother’s second cousin, Edwin. He made his way to her side.

      “Miss DeLisle. Violet, how very good it is to see you again. I missed you in Town this year.”

      He bowed over her hand and brought her fingers to his lips. His hair was brown, as were his eyes, and he was dressed with the neatness and propriety of a country squire. He had a quiet manner about him, which was very different to his far more handsome and high-spirited brother.

      “It is very nice to see you, Edwin. Is Kitty with you?”

      “I am sorry to say that she was unable to accompany us, being laid up in bed with a bout of, what I suspect, was imaginary influenza. She said to send you her love, and that you are very welcome to come and visit us in the spring.” He smiled. “In truth, we all enjoy your visits, so do come.”

      “I will certainly consider it if my stepmother permits,” Violet answered. The thing was, she could never accurately predict her stepmother’s desires. They seemed to swing wildly to and fro like a weathervane in a storm. “I always enjoy Kitty’s company.”

      After her father had met and married Mary Sutton, his second wife, straight out of the schoolroom, Violet had spent her summers at the Suttons’ country house with a variety of her stepmother’s extended family. She had practically grown up with Kitty, and regularly met her brothers when they returned from school. For the past two years, her stepmother had been focused solely on Letty’s upcoming debut, and had remained in London or at the DeLisle country estate. She’d loudly declared that Violet’s chances of catching a husband were exceedingly remote, and that she was tired of chaperoning a lost cause.

      In truth, compared to the agonies of enduring yet another Season under her stepmother’s disapproving and critical eye, staying at home in the company of her younger half siblings was a pleasure. Her oldest half-sister, Letty was eighteen now, and Mary, her stepmother, was six and thirty—only ten years older than Violet.

      “I didn’t realize your father was related by marriage to the Earl of Banfield,” Edwin remarked.

      Violet lowered her voice. “It is not a connection he tends to advertise, seeing as his aunt, the Countess of Banfield, became rather peculiar after the death of her only son and had to be locked away.”

      “Ah, yes. I’d forgotten about that.”

      “My father is all too conscious of it because his own sister, my cousin Claire’s mother, was committed to Bedlam. He’s always been terrified that one of us will exhibit the same traits, and was distraught when my mother provided him with three daughters and no heir.” Violet sighed. “When he heard there was some discussion about the next Banfield heir, and the distribution of the unentailed estate, he suddenly became very interested in attending the reading of the will.”

      “An astute man.” Edwin glanced around the crowded room. “It seems that everyone wants a piece of this particular pie. My family is also related to the Banfield clan, which is why my father is here. I’m not sure why he had to drag us along with him, though.”

      “That’s exactly what Letty said to me earlier.”

      Violet peered around Edwin and discovered Charlie chatting away to Letty and one of the Priske family. He looked nothing like his older brother, having black hair, blue eyes, and the dashing manners of a pirate. He had been an engaging scamp as a child, and hadn’t changed much. She knew from Kitty’s letters that he drove his older brother and father to despair with his inability to settle down or find some meaningful occupation.

      “As you can see, Charlie is in fine fettle for a man attending such a formal occasion,” Edwin remarked.

      Violet jumped and felt herself blush. “I do apologize. It was very rude of me to gawk at your brother while I was speaking with you.”

      His smile was wry. “It’s all right; I’m used to it. Charlie draws everyone to him like a moth to the flame.”

      He never sounded at all bitter, rather resigned and full of admiration for his charming brother.

      “I know how that feels,” she confessed. “Letty has the same effect on men.”

      “Indeed. She is rather beautiful.” He looked wistfully at her half-sister.

      “Are you one of her court?” Violet asked lightly. To her surprise, the idea of him at Letty’s feet somehow disappointed her.

      “She has no idea that I exist. I’m far too old for her,” Edwin chuckled. “I’d be surprised if she can remember my name.”

      “You are only two and thirty, and you are the heir to a viscount. Trust me. In their quest for a suitable husband, Letty and my stepmother have made a study of every unmarried peer of the realm—and their heirs. They have even written detailed lists.”

      “With a face like that, she could marry as high as she wishes.”

      “And she has an excellent dowry,” Violet added. “As you know, my stepmother brought considerable wealth into our family.”

      She hoped no one around them could hear their frank discussion. Over the years they’d gotten into the habit of treating each other as best friends rather than distant relatives. She hadn’t realized that he’d developed a tendre for her half-sister… Charlie was grinning away at Letty, who had raised her perfect chin to look deeply into his eyes.

      “Do you want to go and speak to him?” Edwin asked.

      “To Charlie?” Violet remembered her manners. “Not at all. I’d much rather talk to you.”

      [image: ]

      Edwin doubted that, but he was accustomed to being used as a means to secure an introduction to his brother. He had hoped that Violet’s childhood infatuation for Charlie might perhaps have dimmed by now—seeing as she’d watched him charm his way through several London Seasons, leaving a trail of devastated femininity in his wake. But she still seemed enamored, which left him in a somewhat difficult position.

      “Is everything settled about the estate and the will now?” Violet asked.

      “You jest. That was just the preliminary skirmish as all the gentlemen present took stock of one another and jostled for position.”

      “I’ll wager my father was busy, then.”

      He placed her hand on his sleeve and they promenaded around the large room.

      “He… had some opinions, and was quite willing to express them.”

      “You should go into the diplomatic service, Edwin. You would be such an asset.”

      He sighed. “I’d quite like to be allowed to do something. I hate sitting around, waiting for my father to die.”

      “Especially when he is hale and hearty and might live to a hundred.”

      “And I care very deeply for him. What am I supposed to do?”

      “Learn about the estate?”

      “I spend a considerable amount of my time attending to the various holdings. It is very interesting but, as my father has the final say on all matters, I am only allowed to offer an opinion.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “I’m thinking of running for Parliament.”

      “That is an admirable idea. You would do splendidly!”

      “Thank you.” His smile was wry. “Although I don’t think my father would approve of my choice of party, he would still support my candidacy.”

      She patted his sleeve. “Perhaps if you became a Member of Parliament, you could manage one of the minor properties in the constituency you represent. Then you would have a home and a purpose.”

      “Something far away…” Edwin mused, and then paused to look down at her. “What an excellent notion!”

      She blushed, her porcelain skin touched with color.

      “When the young Dawn with fingertips of rose lit up the world,” he murmured.

      She blinked at him. “I beg your pardon?”

      “From Homer’s Odyssey,” he hastened to explain. “Merely a classical observation.”

      “As opposed to a silly compliment. You are terribly sweet to me.”

      Sweet… Edwin found an answering smile somewhere. He didn’t want to be sweet. He wanted to be tall, and dashing, and handsome like Charlie. He wanted Violet to look at him as if he was the only man in the world. But she loved his brother. Of course she did. Charlie was infinitely lovable.

      The Earl of Banfield entered the room, surrounded by his family. At least two of his daughters spotted Edwin and started purposefully toward him. Luckily, just at that moment, the butler appeared and announced dinner. Seeing as Violet was still beside him, he ignored the approaching horde, defied protocol, and smiled down at her.

      “Shall we go in to dinner together? We haven’t had the opportunity to discuss Lord Byron’s latest epic poem yet.”
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      Violet watched in despair as her half-sister sidled up to Charlie and whispered something in his ear. Earlier, they’d all sat down to a lengthy dinner in the stately dining room. Some of the older gentlemen, including her father, had remained at the table, drinking port and discussing whatever it was that men believed was important, leaving the younger generations to mingle in the drawing room.

      Not that it had made any difference to Violet’s attempts to speak to Charlie alone. He was either avoiding her, or even worse, hadn’t even noticed she was present. Seeing as his attention was fixed permanently on Letty’s beautiful face, she suspected it was the latter. She felt like stomping her foot. This was supposed to be her year to be married, and Charlie wasn’t an oldest son, so Letty shouldn’t even be considering him.

      She wondered whether she should drop a hint in her stepmother’s ear, but couldn’t quite bring herself to do so. Letty had been ordered to pursue the company of Lord St. Giles, the Duke of Margate’s son, who had unexpectedly arrived at the castle, and Letty was miserable because of it. But her half-sister deserved to be happy, and if she was currently enjoying Charlie’s sunny company, there was no harm in it. Violet sipped her cooling tea. She might as well don a lace cap and call herself what she was, an aging spinster on the shelf. Her stepmother clearly believed Violet’s future was that of a maiden aunt doomed to wait on her, and raise her much younger siblings. Perhaps she was right…

      Even Edwin had deserted her, and stayed at the table drinking port with his father and the other men. He at least treated her with respect and affection. She always felt at ease with him, able to display her sharp wit and intelligence without fear of being considered a bluestocking. He never made her feel ashamed of having an opinion.

      Needing something to do, she rose to her feet and went over to the tea tray to pour herself another cup of tea. A flurry of movement at the door made her look up, to see the dark blue ribbons of Letty’s sash disappearing into the hallway. There was no sign of Charlie either, and her stepmother was too deeply involved in her conversation with Lady Halesworth to notice that her charge had disappeared.

      Violet considered her choices. It really was none of her business if Letty wished to behave badly, but as the oldest sister, perhaps she ought to go after her sibling and chaperone her. And if Edwin was truly interested in courting Letty, she could do him a favor and keep his brother away.

      Reaching a decision she stepped into the hall, looked both ways, and caught the echo of Letty’s infectious giggle to her right. Picking up her skirts, she started down a particularly narrow spiral staircase, placing one hand on the stone wall to maintain her balance. There were many such stairways within the towering bulk of the castle and its many interweaving floors.

      She reached the bottom, where Charlie and Letty strolled arm in arm along the corridor ahead of her. Just as she decided to catch up with them, they turned. Startled, she ducked under the stairway and slid down the wall onto the floor, wrapping her arms around her knees.

      “Dearest Charlie, you are so sweet.”

      Letty was speaking in her softest voice. Violet held her breath.

      “I am not sweet. I am a bounder and a cad, Letty; everyone knows that.”

      In the darkness, Violet wanted to nod. But she would look after him. She would save him from himself.

      “You are always lovely to me.”

      “That’s because you are a beautiful angel come down from heaven to save me from my sins.”

      Under the stairs, Violet frowned. He used that particular phrase on every woman he met. Didn’t Letty know that?

      “Oh, Charlie. You say the nicest things.”

      Obviously not.

      There was a long pause and then an odd sucking sound, which made Violet feel vaguely nauseated. She had to suspect they were… kissing.

      “We should not!” Letty cried. “My mother will never permit me to marry a younger son!”

      “Well, I can hardly kill Edwin off, can I?” Charlie said reasonably. “He’s the best brother in the world—always pulling me out of scrapes, paying my debts, and never saying a word to Father.”

      Edwin did that? Violet blinked, and then realized she wasn’t terribly surprised by the revelation. He was just the kind of man anyone would turn to in a crisis.

      “Then we are doomed to be forever parted!”

      Violet tried not to roll her eyes at Letty’s dramatics.

      “Then marry my brother. He’s a much better catch.”

      “But I want you!”

      More slobbering ensued, which made Violet want to stuff her fingers in her ears.

      Letty gave a heartfelt sigh. “We should go back. My mother will be wondering where I’ve gone.”

      “Indeed. Should I escort you?”

      “No, that will just make her suspicious of your intentions toward me.”

      “My intentions are entirely honorable, my darling, I can assure you of that.”

      Violet pressed her lips together and blinked back tears.

      “I should have asked Violet to accompany me,” Letty said. “She would’ve been discreet.”

      “Vi’s here?” Charlie laughed. “With all the females dressed in black, I didn’t see her. I must go and pay my respects. She’s a good girl.”

      “Charlie?” Violet tensed as Letty spoke. “Is it possible that you might prefer Violet to me?”

      “Vi? Why on earth would you think that?”

      “Because, I suspect she has a tendre for you. I was reading her diary over her shoulder the other day, and—”

      Violet wished she had the courage to emerge from her hiding place, slap a hand over her half-sister’s mouth, and drag her off somewhere. She was fairly certain there were quite a few places within the castle walls where a body could be conveniently disposed of.

      “She let you read her diary?” Charlie laughed, the sound echoing around the stone chamber. “I’ll wager that was interesting.”

      “It was certainly full of long words I couldn’t understand, and strongly resembled a sermon in places.”

      “Well, Vi is terribly clever.”

      “I know. I admire her immensely.” Letty hesitated. “But I did notice she was looking forward to seeing you again, rather particularly.”

      “We’ve known her for years. She’s my sister Kitty’s best friend. I consider her as a sister, as does Edwin.”

      Violet pressed a hand over her heart, wishing she’d had the forethought to bring a dagger and plunge it deep, thus ending her pitiful existence.

      “Then I will ask her to be our friend and shield us from those who would oppose our union.”

      “As you wish, my love. It’s not as if she’s got anything better to do, now, is it? Let me at least escort you back to the top of the stairs.”

      Their voices gradually faded away, but Violet stayed where she was. No one would miss her. No one would wonder whether her morals were being compromised in some dark corner, because she was too dull to even keep an interesting diary…

      She groaned.

      “Thou art enamored of that knave, Mistress?”

      Violet startled so badly that she hit her head on the wall. The voice had come from the shadows deep within the narrow enclosure. She pressed a hand to her still-thumping heart and breathed out through her nose.

      “Mistress?”

      She cautiously turned her head to where a shadowy figure sat hunched against the wall. She couldn’t see him very clearly except for long legs encased in hose and supple leather boots.

      “I do beg your pardon.” Violet’s cheeks heated. “I didn’t know there was anyone else, um, hiding, I mean, occupying this space when I accidentally sat down here to, to retie the ribbon of my slipper.”

      The man chuckled. “Do not be afeared, Mistress. I did likewise to avoid those young lovers.”

      Violet allowed herself to relax a little. “Indeed. I feel somewhat foolish, to be honest.”

      “There is no need to excuse thyself. There are times when all of us wish we had the ability to disappear into the walls.” He hesitated. “Is the young rascal your betrothed? Has he proven false to thee?”

      “No, he’s not my betrothed. I wish he was, but seeing as that was my half-sister he was making up to, I suspect my chances are slender to say the least.”

      “That beauteous vision is your sister?”

      “My half-sister. Yes.”

      “But thou still desire the rogue?”

      “I’ve always loved him,” Violet said simply.

      “Then we must devise a plan to deliver him to thee.”

      Violet made another attempt to see the man’s features more clearly. He wore some kind of hat or bonnet with a feather in it, and had a beard. From the sound of his rustic accent, she deduced he must be a local man. It occurred to her that she shouldn’t be sitting in the dark, conversing with a servant with such familiarity, but his kindness was a balm to the tumultuous state of her emotions.

      “It’s very generous of you to be concerned about me, sir, but—”

      “Nay, Mistress, I am glad to be of service. Since residing at Castle Keyvnor my talents have lain somewhat dormant.”

      “Your talents?” Violet’s incessant curiosity had always been her besetting sin.

      “Aye, I am a playwright, a composer of fine tunes, and a man of letters. I know the art of a well-placed phrase, the sonnet that will melt a maiden’s heart, the song that will bring a lover to his knees.”

      “That all sounds very nice, but none of it can really help me.”

      “Thou jest, Mistress. Dost thee not want this Charlie to fall in love with thee, and make thee his own?”

      “That would be lovely, but—”

      “Then, I shall help thee.”

      Violet eased her way out of the stone enclosure on her bottom and stood up. “Thank you, again.”

      “Come hither tomorrow, and I will have a plan for thee to follow to win thy true love.”

      “Good night, sir.”

      As she straightened her skirts, his voice floated up to her.

      “My name is Benedict Nankervis, Mistress.”

      “And mine is Violet DeLisle.”

      “French, eh? Did your family come over with the cursed Boleyns?”

      “According to my father, who prides himself on knowing such things, our particular branch of the DeLisles came over with William the Conqueror himself.”

      “A long and distinguished lineage, then.”

      “So I am told.” She looked up as voices echoed down the stairwell. “I must go. It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Nankervis.”

      “Aye, sleep well, Mistress Violet. I will attend thee tomorrow.”

      Violet slowly climbed up the stairs, her skirt held high in her hand. It had been a very odd evening indeed. The corridor was deserted, but the sound of conversation emanated from the large drawing room. Light glowed from under the door. She went toward it, gathering her shawl against the draughts that raced through the castle like a pack of unruly hounds.

      From somewhere high above in the brooding tower, a scream echoed, shattering her calm, and she stopped moving. What was the matter with her? She was the sensible member of the DeLisle family, not the one imagining things. She strained her ears listening for another sound, but there was silence. It might have been Oscar the poodle creating havoc, or perhaps one of the children had escaped the nursery and had been recaptured.

      Straightening her spine, she went into the drawing room and immediately saw Letty chatting away to her mother as if nothing had happened. The temptation to disrupt that little tête–à–tête with a few home truths shuddered through her. Was she becoming the ill-natured spinster her stepmother assumed she was destined to be?

      “Vi! Is that you under all that black crepe?”

      She spun around to see Charlie grinning down at her. He looked as handsome as ever; only the slight flush on his cheeks and the darkening of his lips indicated that a few moments earlier he’d been kissing her half-sister.

      “How nice to see you, Charlie. I understand that Kitty is not with you?”

      “Good Lord, no. Edwin’s here, though.” He offered her his arm. “Will you walk with me? This whole place is like an icehouse. I’m afraid that if I don’t keep moving, I’ll freeze in one spot and be stuck here forever.”

      Violet placed her hand on his sleeve and allowed him to lead her toward the diamond-paned leaded windows at the far end of the room.

      “How have you been?” Charlie inquired. “Found a husband yet?”

      She manufactured a sigh. “My problem is which of the many to choose from. None of them come up to my exacting standards.”

      “You mean you’re picky. Nothing wrong with that, Vi. An intelligent girl like you deserves a good man.”

      He rarely knew when she was joking, which was somewhat charming.

      “Exactly. I need someone who will love me for myself and not for my large dowry or distinguished family name.” She pressed his sleeve. “The thing is, my father and stepmother are determined that I shall be married off this year or cease trying. I am afraid that they will… force my hand.”

      “We won’t let that happen, Vi. You can always come to us if things get too difficult. Edwin will sort it out. He always does.”

      He was fond of her. She knew it in her heart. Now she just had to convince him to see her in a different light. But how?

      “And what of you, Charlie? Have you decided to settle down yet?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not easy being a younger son. The ladies aren’t interested.”

      “Nonsense, Charlie. You’re always surrounded by women.”

      “But most of them don’t want to marry me. They want—” He paused. “They want things that aren’t suitable for an unmarried lady’s ears.”

      “Then they don’t value you as they ought. I’ve known you a long time, and you are more than just a man about town. You have…hidden depths.”

      “I, I… do?” He raised his eyebrows.

      “Yes. I appreciate that about you, Charlie. Mayhap you need to look closer to home to find your bride.” She stared into his eyes, willing him to make the connection, waiting for inspiration to hit him.

      “Ah. Indeed. That is excellent advice, Vi. I should look around myself more carefully, and seek out those who really know me, and like me for myself.” He winked at her. “You might be able to help me out with that, eh?”

      It was a start. Charlie had never taken to book learning, and was remarkably suggestible. She smiled brightly.

      “What an excellent idea, Charlie. You are so clever.”

      He accepted her compliment without a murmur, and they turned to walk back down the room. Violet had always appreciated Charlie’s natural propensity to defer to her superior brain. She could manage him. He would be extremely happy if he married her. She’d make sure of it.

      “Look, there’s Edwin. “

      Charlie towed her toward his brother, giving her the chance to compare the two very different men as they approached. Edwin bowed.

      “Vi, where have you been? I was looking for you when I came in.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me Vi was here?” Charlie cut across his brother. “I almost missed her amongst this flock of black crows.”

      “I’m not sure why,” Edwin remarked. “She is instantly recognizable to me.”

      Vi smiled at him. He always said the kindest things.

      “Well, they all look the same to me,” Charlie argued. “Apart from Letty. I mean Miss Letitia. She always shines.”

      “She is very beautiful,” Violet agreed.

      “But very young,” Edwin added.

      Charlie frowned. “Are you making some kind of point, brother? She’s certainly old enough to know her own mind.”

      “Do you really think so? All I see is her mother telling her what to do, what to say, and whom to marry. It’s a good thing she has Violet as a sister to widen her horizons.”

      Both gentlemen stared at her, and Violet suddenly wished she could disappear.

      Charlie straightened his spine and stuck out his chin like an enraged cockerel. “You sound as if you have made a study of Miss Letitia, Edwin. Has she caught your interest?”

      “What if she has?”

      “Well, her mother would certainly be pleased to ensnare a future viscount in her nets, but I hardly think you have anything in common with an eighteen-year-old girl.”

      “And you do?”

      Violet quailed under the steely tone of Edwin’s question. She wished they were boys again, and she could either knock their heads together or place a hand on each of their chests and shove them apart. Unfortunately, neither action would win her any favors in her current circumstances.

      She cleared her throat. “I know that, as brothers, you two are naturally competitive, but that is my half-sister you are speaking of. I cannot allow you to bandy her name around in public.”
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      Edwin winced as Violet spoke, and immediately stepped back from his infuriating brother.

      “I do apologize, Miss DeLisle.”

      Charlie looked surly. “I’m not apologizing for speaking the truth. Leave Letty alone, Edwin.”

      Wonderful. Now Violet thought he was arguing with his brother over which one of them should be allowed to court her half-sister. This was not the outcome he had anticipated, but Charlie’s ability to play fast and loose with the female sex was incredibly annoying. Violet’s sister was too young to be flirted with and then discarded like all Charlie’s other relationships. If he wished to remain on good terms with Violet, he could not allow Charlie to upset her half-sister.

      After another fulminating glance Charlie stormed off, leaving Violet with Edwin.

      “Oh dear,” she murmured. “I didn’t mean to anger him.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for. As I said, we should not have discussed your sister in such a manner.” He hesitated and then continued, “But the thought of him trifling with her affections in his usual highhanded and careless manner offends me.”

      “Because you care for her yourself.” She nodded. “I understand perfectly.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant—”

      She gave a tiny sigh. “I am rather tired. Perhaps I will retire to bed.”

      Edwin offered her his arm. “Let me at least escort you to the bottom of the stairs.”

      They set off unnoticed in the crowd and threaded their way through various relatives until they reached the quiet entrance hall and grand staircase. Violet paused on the first step and looked at him. They were now at an equal height.

      “Thank you, Edwin.”

      “For ruining your evening?”

      Her smile was so sweet it took his breath away. “For being kind to me.” She hesitated, her grey eyes unusually serious. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I think Letty is rather taken with Charlie.”

      “All women are. It usually wears off after a week or so.” He took her hand and lightly kissed her fingers.

      “Will you be…upset if she will not entertain your suit?”

      Edwin blinked at her. What was happening, and how could he have blundered so badly that Violet was merrily asking him when he intended to propose to her half-sister? He felt like he’d stepped into the middle of a bad farce at the playhouse.

      “I won’t be upset at all, in fact. Violet—”

      She squeezed his fingers. “That’s because you always give way to Charlie. Perhaps this time you should question your decision and go with your heart.”

      He kept hold of her hand. “I intend to do that, but your half-sister is not the woman for me.”

      Her smile this time was kind. “You are so brave, Edwin. Do not despair yet. As you said, Letty is very young. There is always hope.” She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Goodnight, my dear friend.”

      He stood there like a lummox as she ascended the stairs, her slippered feet making barely a sound. He touched the cheek she had kissed, and then brought his fingers to his own lips as if seeking the taste of her.

      “Well done, Edwin.” He spoke the words aloud to the empty hall. “Congratulations. You really are a complete fool.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Only the fact that it had been another horrible day drove Violet to slip away after dinner and seek out her unlikely accomplice below stairs. Charlie and Letty had been inseparable. Even her stepmother had smiled and let them get away with it, which made no sense at all, except that Charlie had that effect on all women. In truth, her stepmother had taken Violet aside and suggested that letting Charlie flirt with Letty might persuade Edwin to take more of an interest in her younger sister. She’d ordered Violet not to interfere in any way.

      She and Edwin had done their best to keep an eye on the errant pair, but it had proved a difficult task within the confines of the castle, which lent itself to concealment. Poor Edwin had gallantly stuck by her side. If it hadn’t been for his assistance and calm good sense, Violet’s day would have been even worse.

      Violet paused on the stairs. She didn’t understand what Edwin saw in Letty to attract him.

      Where had that thought come from? It was none of her business whom Edwin wanted to marry.

      “He’d be bored silly in a week.”

      She said the words out loud. She loved her half-sister, but Letty had been told she was beautiful since the day she was born and hadn’t considered gaining any further accomplishments other than those essential to ensnare a husband since.

      But men, as a rule, seemed to prefer a pretty face to an intelligent mind. She just hadn’t realized Edwin felt the same. She reached the lower level of the castle and cautiously approached the concealed stairwell.

      “Mr. Nankervis?”

      “At your service, Mistress Violet.”

      He was suddenly in front of her. He held an old-fashioned lute in his hand and wore what she could only describe as a masquerade ball costume worthy of the great King Henry VIII himself. Violet only just managed to stop gawping to speak.

      “You look rather… splendid.”

      “Thank you, Mistress.”

      He bowed low in a courtly manner, the feather in his purple velvet cap almost touching the floor.

      “Do you often wear such garb in your profession?”

      He brushed a hand over his matching purple breeches and yellow hose. “One needs to be seen when one is performing.”

      “Ah, does the Earl of Banfield still maintain the ancient tradition of employing musicians in his household?”

      “I believe there has always been a troupe here, aye.”

      As the castle was in mourning, perhaps the earl had thought it unseemly to offer his guests music, which was why Benedict Nankervis was at liberty to help her.

      He bowed again and gestured for her to follow him to a deep embrasure with a cushioned seat. There was very little light on this level of the castle. At this time of night, only a couple of tallow candles set high on the walls illuminated the vast echoing space in irregular patches. She could only hope there were no rats or vermin scuttling around her toes. Her companion seemed to almost float through the air, his boots making no sound on the flagstones.

      She sat down and Benedict sat opposite her. On closer inspection, he appeared to be around her stepmother’s age, had blue eyes, a reddish tint to his hair, and freckles. In truth, he looked remarkably like a portrait she had once seen of the young King Henry VIII in his prime.

      “Art thou sure about pursuing this man, Mistress?”

      “Doubly sure.” Violet tried to ignore the growing qualms of doubt rattling her certainties. “Even if Charlie can’t bring himself to fall in love with me, his behavior will hopefully push my half-sister away, leaving Edwin the opportunity to plead his case with her.”

      “Edwin is the older brother?”

      “Yes. Have you met him? He’s terribly nice.”

      “I have seen him, aye. A fine upstanding gentleman.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Now, we should discuss our cunning plan to win thy true love for thee.” He fixed Violet with an unnerving stare. “Art thou an accomplished singer or player of a musical instrument?”

      “I can play the pianoforte and harpsichord, but not very well. I can just about hold a tune. I avoid being asked to perform if I can.”

      “So the chance that Charlie might hear you sing a sonnet of my composition and instantly fall in love with thee is slight?”

      “I believe so. He hates having to listen to music. I’m sure your composition would be excellent, but he’s heard me sing many times before and not reacted in quite that way.”

      Which was a shame, because Edwin was very well versed in theater and music. They had enjoyed many an interesting discussion on those topics. Letty was tone deaf, and only bothered to perform when her mother insisted.

      “What if thou were in danger?” Benedict asked. “Would Charlie save thee?”

      “What kind of danger?” Violet asked cautiously.

      “Nothing too deadly. We do not want to cause thy actual demise.” Benedict pursed his lips. “There are plenty of places within the castle for a maiden to be rescued. I shall think of some onerous task where Charlie can become a hero for thee.”

      “And that will make him care for me?” Violet was aware that she might sound skeptical.

      “Any man who rescues a fair maiden is instantly smitten by her.”

      Her companion seemed quite firm in his belief of this outcome, and it wasn’t as if she had any ideas of her own to offer.

      “Then you will… arrange something?”

      He stood and bowed with a courtly flourish. “Indeed, I will take the first opportunity that offers itself.”

      “Which will be when?”

      He winked at her. “If I tell thee, Mistress, thou will not behave in a natural manner and allow thyself to be rescued.”

      “Being rescued is not natural to me at all,” Violet muttered as Benedict turned toward the stairs.

      He chuckled before walking beside her to the bottom of the stairwell. “I must away to make my preparations. Good night, Mistress Violet.”

      She barely had one foot on the first step before he had disappeared. For a man of his stature, he was remarkably quick on his feet. She would retire to the room she shared with Letty and hope her half-sister didn’t wish to chat for too long about how wonderful Charlie was before she finally fell asleep.

      Violet paused on the top stair to catch her breath. She hadn’t been in London for Letty’s first Season, having decided to attend the birth of her oldest sister Minerva’s first child. Her sister lived in Scotland, so she’d agreed to stay for several months. She’d told everyone that she wished Letty to have the opportunity to shine without having to consider her older sister’s feelings. Not that Letty would have done that anyway, because she rarely thought of anyone but herself, but it had been a comforting lie.

      Had Charlie changed in the year since she’d seen him? He was the same age as her, but looked, on close inspection, harder and far less amused with his life. Rumor had it that he drank and gambled too much. She had always defended him, stating that there was no harm in him—that he would settle down—that he…

      Had she been fooling herself?

      She shook off her sudden inexplicable doubts. He needed a wife to curtail his excesses and understand him. She would be perfectly capable of doing that. She’d always loved him. He would listen to her. There was no harm in his nature, just high spirits and, as the youngest son, he’d perhaps been over-indulged.

      Violet shivered as one of the doors banged somewhere down below in the kitchens. She hurried along to the main stairs. Tomorrow, Charlie would rescue her from peril, and finally see her with new eyes.

      At least, she hoped he would…
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      Edwin looked up from his newspaper as Violet paced the library, her hands clasped in front of her, a frown marring her brow. She wore a dark blue dress, a black lace shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her brown hair was braided on the top of her head, allowing just two soft curls to fall to frame her face. Despite her distracted air, he was happy to sit and just appreciate the sight of her.

      It was midmorning and after breakfast the guests had dispersed to various parts of the castle to write letters, ride horses, or gossip in the drawing room. He’d chosen to sit in the library where it was relatively quiet to read the three-day-old news from London.

      “Is everything all right, Violet?”

      She started as if he’d poked her.

      “Everything is fine. Why do you ask?”

      He pointed at the floor. “Because you have been wearing a path into the carpet for at least half an hour, and sighing fit to launch a fleet of ships.”

      She subsided into the large leather winged chair opposite him. “I’m sorry, Edwin. I was deep in thought. Do you want me to leave you in peace?”

      “Not at all.” He folded the newspaper and laid it on the table in front of him. “Is there anything I can help you with?” Some devil encouraged him to continue. “Are you concerned because your half-sister is spending all her time with my brother?”

      Her quick smile was constrained. “If my stepmother is happy to see them together, what can I do about it? She’ll just accuse me of being jealous of Letty again.”

      “Jealous of Letty?” He sat back. “You?”

      “But I am jealous. I wish I had her beauty.”

      “You are not beautiful, that is true,” Edwin said slowly. “But you are very pretty, and when you smile your whole face lights up.”

      She bit her lip. “If I was beautiful mayhap Charlie would find me more acceptable.”

      “Charlie is a fool.”

      Her startled gaze flew to his face. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I love him very dearly, Violet, but sometimes I long to shake some sense into him.”

      “Are you angry because he is preventing you from speaking to Letty?”

      “No, I’m angry because he doesn’t think! He just goes blundering in and ruins things for everyone else.”

      “He doesn’t mean to. He’s just a bit thoughtless.”

      “Violet, please don’t defend my own brother to me. He’s not a child. He is a grown man. At some point he needs to realize that and take some responsibility for his actions.”

      She shot to her feet. “I understand.”

      He reached out and caught her hand. “I’m sorry, Violet. I am out of sorts this morning. My sleep was disturbed by the wind howling around the castle walls. Please forgive me.”

      She smiled down at him. “There is nothing to forgive. I can imagine having Charlie as a brother is quite a responsibility.”

      “You have no idea.” He had no intention of telling her about Charlie’s debts and mistresses, or his soft heart, which led to him being swindled by everyone from the boot boy to his current cronies. “Even when he exasperates me, I remember that you are right and that he does have a good heart.”

      Her expression lightened. “He’d happily give his last farthing away to someone in need and never think about how he’d get on without it.”

      Because he knows he can come to me to bail him out. “Indeed.” Feeling somewhat cynical, Edwin put his spectacles in his pocket. “Would you care to brave the battlements with me? It’s not raining for once, and I hear there is an excellent view of the village and the sea from up there.”

      “That would be delightful.”

      It was quite a climb to reach the top of the castle, and they were out of breath when he finally wrestled open the sturdy oak door that led out onto the battlements. A gust of wind almost blew him sideways, and he grabbed hold of Violet’s arm to stop her losing her balance along with him.

      “Goodness me!” Violet exclaimed. “The view is spectacular.”

      They walked across to the crenellated wall and stared out. There was a hint of an iron-grey sea, the bright green of the rolling hills, and the village of Bocka Morrow tucked away in one of the folds.

      His family had arrived in Cornwall on a foggy and rainy day, and he’d been denied even a glimpse of the sea and surrounding countryside. The stark beauty of the coastline with its ragged rocks was a revelation. He peered down to see if he could locate the bottom of the castle wall, which appeared to grow out of the rocks surrounding it.

      “One can see why this place was easy to defend,” Edwin mused. “No one in their right mind would attempt to scale these walls.”

      “Apart from the odd fire-breathing Cornish dragon, perhaps.”

      “He’d have to be a very determined dragon.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Why do you assume the dragon is male?”

      He shrugged. “Aren’t they always the ones who come to castles to steal maidens and princesses?”

      “I suppose so.” She made a face. “One has to wonder what the female dragons think about that.”

      He chuckled and reached for her hand. “Unfortunately, our myths and legends are silent on that matter.”

      She smiled back, and he retained her hand in his. “Violet—”

      She stiffened, her gaze moving past him to where Charlie and Letty were emerging from the doorway. They were holding hands and giggling like schoolchildren. Part of him loved to see his brother enjoying himself without the aid of strong drink, money, or games of chance. The rest of him hated seeing the hurt on Violet’s face.

      “Do you want to go in?” he murmured as Charlie spotted them and waved.

      “No, I’m fine, thank you.” She straightened her spine and erased all the tension from her face. “It is far too beautiful to leave yet.”

      Charlie most improperly wrapped an arm around Letty as she shrieked at the wind, and held her close against his side.

      “Well met, brother. Good morning, Vi.” His grin was infectious. “Don’t you wish we had some boiling oil to pour down on the approaching invaders?”

      “It would certainly be entertaining,” Edwin agreed. “Although I cannot imagine having to patrol up here through the winter storms and all the weather the sea can throw at you.”

      “You’re always so practical, Edwin. Think of the adventure!”

      Letty giggled. She did that rather a lot, but she was only eighteen and hopefully she would grow out of it. Charlie smiled down at her. “You’d let me save you, wouldn’t you, Letty?”

      “You would be my favorite knight. I’m sure you’d fight all my dragons.”

      After a swift glance at Violet, Edwin drew Charlie to one side and walked with him over to the other side of the battlements.

      “I’m not trying to be an exasperating older brother, but your attentions to Miss Letitia have become rather marked. If you aren’t careful, her father and mother will develop expectations.”

      “It’s none of your damned business, Edwin.”

      He placed his hand on Charlie’s sleeve. “Actually it is. You cannot support a wife without the support of your family.”

      “Don’t remind me of my obligations.” Charlie shrugged off his hand. “I am very well aware of what I owe Father and you.”

      “Then if that is true, perhaps you might look at it another way and have a care for Miss Letitia’s reputation. She is in her first Season and is expected to make an advantageous marriage.”

      “I know all about that.” Charlie stared bleakly out over the countryside. “She told me. Obligations to one’s family are the devil, Edwin.”

      “I’ve always thought of them as being the price to be paid for being born into such wealth and position.”

      “You would. You don’t have an imaginative bone in your body. All you think of is duty and sacrifice.”

      “I’m the eldest son. How can I escape those things without hurting everyone I love?” Edwin let out his breath. “Charlie, just think very carefully about what you are doing, will you? For your own sake, and for Miss Letitia’s. We might be at a family gathering in the middle of nowhere, but gossip can still spread.”

      Charlie didn’t reply and Edwin turned to check on the progress of the ladies, who had walked back toward the door.

      “Shall we…? Violet! Watch out!”

      Something was sliding down the steep incline of the roof at an ever-increasing speed. With a curse, he ran forward, wrapped his arms around Violet, and dodged to the side, bringing them both down to the ground. He took the brunt of the fall by turning onto his back so that she landed on top of him.

      There was a crash, and someone was weeping, but all he could think of was the warm weight of Violet in his arms and the scent of her lavender perfume. Her grey eyes locked on his as he brought one unsteady hand up to brush the curls from her face.

      “Are you all right, Violet?”

      “What… happened?”

      Before he could answer, Charlie unceremoniously hauled her to her feet. Edwin cautiously got up as well, wincing from where the cobblestones had connected with his spine.

      A large slate roof tile, half an inch thick and about the size of a dinner plate, lay in pieces on the ground right where Violet had recently been standing.

      Charlie made a tutting sound. “Good job Edwin saw that coming down, Vi, or you would’ve gotten a nasty blow on the head.”

      Violet pressed her fingers to her throat. “Oh, my goodness!”

      Charlie gathered Letty into his arms. She was sobbing as if she’d the one who’d been hit “Your sister is terribly upset. I’ll take her back downstairs to Mrs. DeLisle.”

      Edwin remained with Violet, who was staring down at the tile in horror.

      “Are you certain you are unhurt, Violet?”

      “I… yes. Thanks to your quick actions I am quite unharmed.” She managed a shaky smile. “Thank you.”

      He shrugged. “It was only by chance that I saw it happen and was close enough to act promptly.” He hesitated. “I’m sure Charlie would’ve done the same if he’d been looking in the right place.”

      “I’m sure he would.”

      He took her hand. “You’re trembling.”

      “It was something of a shock.”

      “Indeed.” He didn’t seem to be able to let go of her hand. He brought it against his chest as he wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders and drew her close. To his great relief she didn’t pull away, but relaxed into his embrace, her head on his shoulder. He nuzzled her hair and gently kissed the top of her head. He held her and simply enjoyed the sensation until she pulled away.

      “I should go and change my dress. I’m covered in mud.”

      He let her go even though he didn’t really want to.

      “I’m sure my coat is ruined.”

      She paused. “Are you all right? It must have felt like a sack of corn landed on you.”

      “Hardly that. I barely noticed your weight.”

      “As I said, you should really have been a diplomat.”

      He was pleased to hear that she sounded more like her old self.

      “I wonder what dislodged the roof tile.”

      Edwin looked up at the roofline. “Probably one of the seagulls. I doubt there’s much maintenance done on this roof. It looks fairly old. I’ll mention it to the butler, and mayhap the earl can warn the other guests to be careful if they come up here.”

      Violet held tightly onto his hand as they edged down the narrow spiral steps to the lower level. She didn’t speak. He was aware that an occasional shudder still ran through her entire frame.
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      When they reached level ground, Violet paused to wait for Edwin. Her heart hammered against the confines of her stays, and her mind was reeling.

      “Thank you again.”

      “You’re welcome.” Edwin brought her hand to his lips and gently kissed her fingers. “I find I much prefer you all in one piece. Do you want me to accompany you to your stepmother’s side?”

      “No, she’ll be too busy calming Letty down.”

      “Then to your bedchamber?”

      His kind question sent Violet’s imagination into another spin.

      “That would not be… seemly.”

      He flushed. “Of course, how stupid of me.” He hesitated. “Will you be all right?”

      “I think so.” She smiled and carefully reclaimed her hand from his. “Perhaps I will see you at dinner later?”

      He groaned. “If the Priske ladies don’t see me first.”

      “After all the help you’ve given me today, I promise I will stick to your side like glue.”

      “I’d like that.” He bowed and went down the next flight of stairs ahead of her.

      She suspected that it was Charlie who was supposed to have come to her aid on the battlements so he could see she was his one true love. But Edwin had been quicker and far more gallant than his brother, who had been too busy ogling Letty to even notice what was happening. She pressed a hand to her bosom. Lying on top of Edwin had revealed an interesting fact. He had no soft places and was all hard muscle and lithe strength.

      What would he look like without his coat and shirt on?

      Violet slapped a hand over her mouth as if she’d spoken the words out loud, and leaned back against the wall. Edwin had saved her. He had deliberately thrown himself in harm’s way just for her. Who would’ve expected that?

      “Mistress Violet?”

      She looked up to find Benedict coming down the staircase. He paused to study her.

      “Art thou well?”

      “Did you make that roof tile fall?”

      He shrugged. “Aye. ‘Tis a good thing that your Edwin was looking after you, eh?”

      “But it was supposed to be Charlie who saved me.”

      “Aye, that is true. I forgot.” He removed his hat and scratched his head. “I will think up another attempt. Do not despair, Mistress!”

      “But—”

      He disappeared back up the stairs, leaving her alone again. She should have told him not to bother, that Charlie was so obviously besotted with Letty that he was beyond help. But Letty would never be allowed to marry a younger son, and Edwin would make her a far more suitable husband. Was she willing to sacrifice the happiness of three people she cared about simply to get her own way?

      Violet picked up her skirts and started down the hall. Her stepmother often scolded her for being managing. Mayhap she had a point.
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      The next morning the weather had cleared up nicely, and the younger members of the party decided to make an excursion to the village of Bocka Morrow while their elders dealt with the complications of the will. The visit was sanctioned by the attendance of several chaperones, including Mrs. DeLisle, which gave Edwin hope that his brother would gain some sense and keep away from Miss Letty.

      Edwin wore his heaviest coat, stout walking boots, and brought a scarf just in case the weather turned again, which was an all too common occurrence in Cornwall. As he joined the assembled guests in the great hall, he spotted Violet equally well-garbed and carrying an umbrella.

      He walked toward her, and for the first time ever she blushed and hurriedly looked away. His steps slowed. Had he embarrassed her yesterday? Why would she not look at him?

      “Good morning, Violet.” He bowed. “I mean, Miss DeLisle. I see you are ready for all that nature might unleash today.”

      To his relief, her blush faded and she smiled up at him. “This is a new bonnet. I must confess that I am vain enough to not want it to be ruined if it rains.”

      “It is quite charming and frames your face to advantage.”

      “Thank you.” She was back to blushing. She gestured at his heavy coat. “I see you don’t trust the weather, either.”

      Charlie came up behind him and slapped him on the back. Edwin winced. “My brother is always conservative about his actions and his choices.”

      Violet raised her chin. “There’s nothing wrong with that. A man in Edwin’s position has a responsibility to those around him. He will make an admirable viscount one day.”

      Edwin blinked. Had she just defended him against Charlie’s casual dismissal? If so, that was unheard of. She always took Charlie’s side. His brother looked rather taken aback, which was also unusual.

      “I’d never realized how much you and Edwin have in common, Vi.” Charlie winked at her. “Both terrible stick in the muds.”

      “The thing is, my dear brother, that neither of us would get stuck in the mud because we have come prepared.” Edwin patted Charlie’s shoulder. “When you need rescuing, don’t expect us to heed your call.”

      “Vi would rescue me.” Charlie grinned at Violet. “Wouldn’t you, love?”

      Edwin held his breath as Vi considered his brother.

      “I thought you were the one who was insisting you would slay dragons yesterday.”

      “Oh, that was for Letty. You don’t need that nonsense, Vi. You’re made of sterner stuff.” Charlie patted her cheek and looked around the gathering. “Where is Letty? Ah, I see her over there with your mother and your cousin, Clare.” He tipped his hat and sauntered off.

      Edwin summoned a smile. “I think he meant that as a compliment, Violet.”

      “I’m sure he did.” She hesitated. “Did you smell the brandy on his breath?”

      “Yes.” Edwin frowned.

      “He seems to be drinking quite heavily. Did something happen to him in London this Season while I was off attending my sister?”

      He took her arm and started down the steps to the castle courtyard. The noise of horses, hunting dogs, and raised voices was deafening in the enclosed space. “Nothing in particular. I think he’s just getting older, and not as… capable of maintaining his current way of life.”

      “You mean drinking, gambling, and womanizing?”

      “Exactly.”

      “What he needs is someone to steady him down, to provide him with a purpose.”

      “Someone like you, you mean?” Edwin asked.

      Her startled gaze flew to his face. He must have sounded terser than he’d intended.

      “You know I’ve always… cared for him, Edwin.”

      He held onto her arm as the others milled around them. “And you are willing to give up your own chance of happiness in order to give Charlie his?”

      “You make me sound like some kind of deluded martyr.”

      He could hardly frame a reply that would satisfy her, and the silence lengthened.

      “You do think that, don’t you?”

      “I think you deserve better.” He released her elbow and bowed stiffly. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must attend to our hostess and ascertain the route for this excursion.”
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      Violet remained standing alone as Edwin marched away from her, and pressed one hand to her bosom where her heart was thumping fit to burst. What had happened to her best friend? He’d sounded almost angry, but whether it was with Charlie or with her she wasn’t quite sure. The fact that he thought she was a fool to chase after his brother was remarkably hurtful. He loved Charlie and would do anything for him, but apparently she was not allowed the same privilege.

      He saw her love as a sacrifice and not in a positive light at all. Was he correct? Would marrying Charlie—a dream she had held close to her heart since she was eleven—help him or harm him?

      “Are you coming, Vi?” Charlie called out as he came down the steps, with Letty on one arm and her stepmother on the other.

      She retied the ribbons of her bonnet against the snap of the wind and waited for them to reach her.

      “Yes. I do believe it is going to be a lovely day.”

      The earl’s hunting dogs had been brought into the courtyard by two of the young servant boys, and were barking and whining as if they scented prey. Violet noticed Benedict kneeling down amongst the pack of waving tails, one arm around the neck of an enormous wolfhound as though they were having a conversation. No one else seemed to take heed of his presence.

      He raised his head and winked as the hound bounded forward, setting a path straight for her. She took a step backward, and then another as the dog kept coming, his massive jaws snapping at her skirts, drool flying from his sharply pointed canines. Violet looked around desperately, but the earl’s staff seemed unaware of what was happening. She wasn’t afraid of dogs, but this one didn’t seem very friendly.

      She tried to stare the dog down, and spoke in her most authoritative manner. “Stop immediately! Go away!”

      The dog growled and snapped at her again, narrowly missing her gloved hand. Violet squeaked as her back hit the wall of the castle, leaving her nowhere to go unless she fancied attempting some vertical climbing. She frantically called out.

      “Charlie! Help!”

      He half-turned toward her and then balked, his face pale. She’d forgotten that since being bitten as a child, he was terrified of big dogs.

      “Edwin!” he yelled.

      Violet flinched as the dog reared up on his hind legs and pawed the wall at her shoulder, its claws leaving scratch marks in the soft stone.

      “It’s all right, Miss DeLisle. Stay exactly where you are.”

      She recognized Edwin’s calm voice as he eased between her and the snarling dog.

      “Sit down, sir!” he snapped.

      Violet felt her knees give way, but the dog immediately did as it was told, tongue lolling out of his mouth as if he was grinning and had just been playing the whole time.

      “Just walk away, Miss DeLisle, and leave the dog to me.”

      Stuttering her thanks, Violet did exactly what Edwin suggested.
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      The village was stone-built, with steep, narrow cobbled streets and overhanging roofs that reminded Violet of the medieval streets called the Shambles in the town of York. At the bottom of the village, where it leveled out, was the fishing harbor. The cove was too shallow and rocky to allow big ships to moor, but there was a fishing flotilla that went out early every morning to catch the pilchards and other fish that made up the bulk of the local diet.

      Edwin had chosen to walk with her cousin, Clare, and seemed to be having a very pleasant time. A shaken Violet trailed behind Letty, her stepmother, and Charlie, like some forgotten child or maid. To be fair, Benedict hadn’t known that Charlie was afraid of dogs when he’d unleashed his plan. It was lucky Edwin had intervened again.

      She focused her attention on the remarkable scenery and the sight of the fishing boats bobbing up and down in the water like corks, sails singing and snapping in the wind. The thought that she had annoyed Edwin bothered her far more than she had anticipated. He had always stood her friend. Perhaps Charlie wasn’t the only Sutton brother to have changed during the last year…

      “Oh, my goodness!”

      Violet almost collided with Letty, who’d stopped dead in front of her and brought her lace handkerchief to her nose.

      “What is that appalling smell?”

      “Fish guts,” Charlie said. “It’s not very pleasant, is it?” He pointed to the far right of the harbor where a solid stone-built inn catered to the more genteel of the locals. “I believe our hosts have organized a private room for us at The Mermaid’s Kiss. Shall we avail ourselves of their hospitality?”

      Violet pretended she needed to tie her bootlace, and let them move on without her. She found a stone bench and sat down, allowing the beauty of her surroundings to calm her spirits. The sea was sparking, the sky was blue, but there were some ominous clouds approaching on the horizon, which made her wonder how long their good fortune would last. It had taken over an hour to walk down to the village, and the return journey was mostly uphill.

      “May I join you?”

      She looked up to see Edwin standing over her, and stumbled to her feet.

      “That’s not necessary. I was just about to go down to the inn.”

      “Then I will accompany you.”

      He offered her his hand, but she pretended not to see it and resolutely set off down the path.

      “Where is Clare?”

      “I deposited her in the private parlor, realized you were missing, and, after consulting with Charlie, came to find you.” He paused. “You must be shaken by your encounter with that dog.”

      “There was no need to worry. As your brother pointed out, I am hardly a damsel in distress. The dog was only… playing.”

      Even as she spoke, she knew her airy comments were unworthy of the real service he had given her. But nothing was happening as it was supposed to, no one was behaving as they should, and the wrong brother was emerging as her unlikely hero.

      Keeping her gaze on the path, she tried again. “What I meant to say was thank you for rescuing me.”

      And now she sounded petty and ungrateful… Violet wished she could somehow reverse time and start the whole conversation again.

      He kept pace with her, his hands behind his back. “To be honest, I never thought of you as being in need of rescuing. I just intervened… instinctively. I apologize if my actions offended you.”

      And what was she supposed to say to that? He was far too good to her.

      “You did not offend me. But I am quite all right. There was no need to come looking for me.” She closed her mouth, aware that she was behaving terribly but unable to stop herself. “I can hardly lose my way from here.”

      He went still, his brown gaze meeting hers. “Miss DeLisle, Violet—if I have offended you in some way, I offer you my abject apologies.”

      “There is nothing to apologize for, sir.”

      “This isn’t about the dog at all, is it?” He studied her for a long moment. “You are still cross with me for my insensitive comments about Charlie.”

      He was correct, but she couldn’t think of a single way of agreeing with him that wouldn’t start the argument again.

      “I think very highly of you, Violet.” He paused. “I wish the best for you in everything.”

      “And you don’t think your brother is good enough for me.” She gave him her best company smile. “I appreciate your thoughts on this matter and shall consider them at length.”

      The corner of his mouth kicked up, making him look more like her best friend. “Which is your very polite way of telling me to go to the devil, I take it?”

      “Exactly.” She curtsied, relieved to see him smile. “Now, I suppose we should walk down to the inn. I am quite famished after all this exercise.”

      [image: ]

      After a long luncheon and a walk around the rather limited shops in the village, the party divided itself up into those who wanted to be driven back to Castle Keyvnor, and those who intended to walk. Edwin kept a close eye on Violet, waiting to see which option she chose, and wasn’t surprised when she decided to walk. A complaining Letty went with her mother in the first carriage, which meant that Charlie grumpily decided to accompany her.

      The remaining guests set off and gradually became strung out along the path as the extremes of the slope increased. Edwin easily kept pace with Violet, who forged ahead pretending he wasn’t there. Seagulls wheeled and dived on the warm air currents; their wings almost touched Violet’s bonnet as they squawked and fluttered, coming in to land.

      “Miss DeLisle?” Edwin called out.

      She stopped, but didn’t turn around.

      “I understand that there is a shorter route through the wood to the rear of the castle. Would you care to accompany me?” He glanced up at the gathering clouds. “I fear we might be in for a soaking. If we were beneath the shelter of the trees, we might at least stand a chance of staying dry.”

      She waited until he reached her side and finally looked up at him.

      “I was wondering about the weather myself. Will it be safe if there is a thunderstorm?”

      “By my reckoning there is no sign of an approaching storm, just the chance of rain. If it thunders, we can retrace our steps and follow the cliff path again.”

      “Then I shall accompany you.”

      This time she allowed him to take her hand and show her the way to the stile that crossed the boundary wall into the castle grounds. Within moments, the sound of the sea was replaced by the gentle rippling of the leaves and a quiet peacefulness that calmed his spirits.

      “Are you certain of the route?” she asked.

      “Yes, I’ve taken a walk every morning, and this is one of my favorites. It is far more direct.”

      “Then one wonders why more people don’t use it.”

      “There are normally very few visitors to the castle, and the locals prefer to avoid the woods. They believe they are… enchanted.”

      “Enchanted? As in a fairy tale?”

      “I believe so, although I haven’t personally seen any Cornish pixies or fairies. I have spotted some fairy rings in the grass, and was careful not to wander inside them.”

      She turned a slow circle. “It does feel quite magical.”

      He paused as she lifted her face to the green-tinted sunbeams slicing through the tree branches. For a moment, she looked quite ethereal. He took a step toward her, hand outstretched, but she was already in motion again.

      A few minutes later he heard the first patter of rain, and the sunlight abruptly disappeared, leaving them in a deepening gloom. He reached for her hand.

      “We should hurry.”

      He led her deeper into the forest as he sought the correct path. The mass of trees kept most of the rain away, and there was no sign of thunder.

      “Do you really think Charlie would make me a bad husband?”

      He almost stopped walking but decided to keep going. “He would be very lucky if you married him.”

      “That’s not what I asked you.”

      “Violet, he’s my brother, and I love him very dearly, but—”

      “But, as you said, you wouldn’t consider us a good match.” She cleared her throat. “Please tell me the truth. I thought we were friends.”

      He reluctantly came to a halt and faced her. “If Charlie married you, I know you would do everything in your power to make him happy.”

      “That is correct.”

      “The trouble is that he would let you.”

      A small frown marred her brow. “I don’t understand.”

      “He would let you manage him and fight his battles. He would let you scrimp and save while he spent money like water. He would remain as he is rather than taking on the responsibilities of a husband and a father.”

      “You think I would treat him like a child?”

      “In some ways he is still a child, and he’ll stay that way unless he finds a purpose in life.”

      “You don’t think a person can… change?”

      “Not unless they do it themselves. I don’t think I can change him. Lord knows I’ve tried, and so has my father.”

      Her clear grey eyes fixed on his face as he talked.

      “Do you think he would be unfaithful to me?”

      Edwin sighed. “Please don’t ask me that.”

      She nodded slowly. “My stepmother suggested that a man like you would be a good influence on Letty—that you would be able to mold her into the wife you wanted.”

      For a moment he just stared at her as he tried to catch up with her sudden change of subject.

      “What, pray, does that have to do with our current discussion?”

      “Just that, at first, I couldn’t understand why you would be attracted to Letty, but maybe my stepmother is right, and you want a wife you can… mold into what you consider appropriate to her new rank and station.” She hesitated. “But why is that any different to what I wish to do for Charlie?”

      He took a hasty step toward her, and she backed up against one of the trees.

      “First, I have no interest in marrying your half-sister.”

      “But you said—”

      “Second, I would never wish for a young, malleable wife. How could you think that of me? Do you not know me at all?”

      He placed his palm flat on the tree trunk behind her head, caging her in.

      “I want a woman who knows her own mind. A woman who can think!”

      She licked her lips, and with a groan he bent down and took her mouth in a deep and devouring kiss. When he finally raised his head, he was breathing hard.

      “So perhaps you might think about that!”

      He stepped back before she could reply and pointed to a gap in the trees, where the castle wall was now plainly visible.

      “Follow this path and you will be back momentarily. Good day, Miss DeLisle.”

      He bowed and stomped away as his temper rolled like the nonexistent thunder. If she still didn’t understand how he felt, she wasn’t the woman he thought she was. His steps slowed as he approached the wall. He never lost his temper. He was famous for his equanimity and good humor. She would think him a madman. With a soft curse he retraced his steps, only to find that Violet was no longer where he’d left her.

      Fear seized his breath. Had he frightened her? Had she run back into the woods?

      “Violet!” he yelled, composure forgotten. “Where in God’s name are you?”
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      Violet brought her trembling fingers to her lips and tasted Edwin all over again. He’d kissed her! In truth, she’d been kissed before, but never quite like that. Not with such fervor, heat, and expertise. Who would’ve thought it? And worse, she hadn’t just been kissed; she’d kissed him back and enjoyed that even more.

      She tried to marshal her thoughts as he disappeared toward the castle, his long stride eating up the ground. What exactly had he been so cross about? Her wanting to marry Charlie, or her suggestion that he wanted Letty for his wife?

      He’d seemed equally annoyed with both her assumptions. The last time she’d seen him lose his temper like that was when Charlie had removed the ladder, leaving her stranded high in an apple tree and she’d been afraid to climb down. Edwin had helped her and told Charlie off on her behalf, resulting in the younger brother having a black eye.

      A large splat of rain smacked down onto her bonnet, and she jumped. Her boots were almost soaked through and her petticoat was damp, making her shiver. A slight movement to her right made her look up from her contemplation of her boots. Something advanced through the long grass toward her, creating a deep furrow as it progressed. Her umbrella was suddenly yanked from her grasp, and with an indignant gasp she set off after it.

      Whatever had taken it was moving fast. She doubled her speed and managed to grab the handle again which resulted in something growling at her, and then it turned into a very undignified tug of war. With a shrill cry the thief let go, leaving her the proud possessor of the umbrella. The momentary thrill of victory was dashed as she fell on her bottom with a resounding thump and dropped it again.

      She glimpsed a flash of teeth, black eyes, and then something cackled before it disappeared back into the undergrowth. Seconds later, Edwin burst through the trees and ran to kneel at her side, drawing her tightly into his arms.

      “Violet, my darling!”

      It was rather nice to be held and comforted in his manly embrace. He smelled of lemons and the salt of the sea.

      “I think I just met one of those Cornish pixies you were telling me about, Edwin. It tried to steal my umbrella.”

      Edwin continued to hold her, untying the ribbons of her bonnet so that he could curve a warm hand around her neck.

      “I should never have left you alone. Did you bang your head? Are you dizzy?”

      “The only thing damaged is my pride and my posterior.” She leaned back against his shoulder so that she could study his face. “Unless the wildlife in this particular wood is incredibly advanced, I really did see a pixie.”

      He kissed her nose, and then wordlessly took her mouth again, this time in a leisurely exploration that left her pressing herself against him in a most wanton manner. When he finally eased away she followed him, her body relaxed and pliant.

      “We should go inside. You will take a chill.”

      “Yes.”

      He rose to his feet and helped her up, his gaze wandering over her as if making sure that she was unhurt. She couldn’t repress a shiver, and his brown eyes instantly narrowed.

      “Shall I carry you?

      She patted his sleeve. Who would have guessed he could be so heroic? “No, I am quite capable of walking a few steps. I’ll have to go up the servants’ stairs to gain access to my room. If my stepmother sees me looking like this, there will be questions asked that I will not be able to answer.”

      “If she has anything to say about the matter, tell her to speak to me.”

      His mouth was set in a firm line she was beginning to recognize all too well.

      “As if I would do that to you.”

      He stopped walking. “You will promise me that if she does inquire as to your whereabouts, or casts any aspersions as to your character, you will refer her to me.”

      “If you wish.”

      It was hardly worth arguing about. Her stepmother wouldn’t notice if she was covered in mud and drowning. But it was kind of Edwin to want to shield her from any consequences of her actions. She was still struggling to reconcile her best friend with the commanding man who had shouted at her and kissed her twice in one day...

      She bade him a distracted goodbye at the door to the castle and trudged up the many flights of stairs to her bedchamber. At the top of the last staircase Benedict awaited her, one long hand twirling the handle of her umbrella.

      She paused to catch her breath, one hand pressed to her chest. “Where did you get that?”

      His grin was infectious. “Thou left it in the woods. A little friend gave it back to me.”

      “A pixie friend?”

      “Thou knowest about the old ones? Indeed, they thought your attempts to retrieve your stick were remarkably amusing.”

      She barely resisted rubbing her bruised bottom. “I’m glad I provided such entertainment. Was Charlie supposed to rescue me from that dog this morning?”

      Benedict shrugged. “He did not?”

      Violet held his all-to-innocent blue gaze. “You know he did not. You were there. Have you decided that Edwin would make a better match for me?”

      “Methinks he has decided that for himself, aye? But I promise thee that I will make one last attempt to see if this Charlie is indeed worthy of thy love.” He handed over her umbrella and bowed. “Good day, Mistress Violet.”

      Muttering under her breath, Violet retreated down the corridor to her bedchamber. Castle Keyvnor was a most peculiar place—with pixies in the woods, and people behaving quite unlike themselves. Her stepmother was happily allowing Charlie to monopolize Letty, while insisting that Edwin would make her the better match. Edwin was…

      She paused, her hand on the door.

      Edwin had called her his darling… Did he truly mean it? She’d grown so accustomed to being the unattractive older sister that the mere idea of it startled her. As the heir to a viscount, he could marry anyone. But he hadn’t mentioned marriage. He’d just kissed her.

      Twice.

      Their visit to the castle was drawing to a close, and as her stepmother was determined to marry off both her charges, the chance of visiting the Suttons at home again was remote. Would Edwin regret his decision to kiss her when he left the strange castle, or would he expect more from her?

      Goodness, she was so confused.

      She rang for her maid and sat down on the bed, easing her stockinged feet out of her muddy boots. Her fingers were cold, and it was difficult for her to unfasten the buttons of her pelisse.

      “Oh, there you are, Violet! Mama was looking for you.” Letty came in and stopped abruptly in front of Violet. “What happened? Are you all right?”

      “It started raining. I slipped and fell in the mud.”

      “Oh dear!” At her core, Letty was as soft hearted as Charlie. “How horrible. You should remove your dress immediately and have a nice warm bath!”

      Violet held Letty’s flapping hand. “I will do so if you will reassure your mother that I am merely tired from the walk and might take a nap before dinner.”

      “I will do that directly and not mention that you fell.” Letty rummaged in one of the drawers and took out a paisley shawl. “Have you rung for Lizbeth?”

      “I have. She should be here momentarily.” Violet concentrated on unbuttoning and removing the pins from her bodice. “Did you get back before the rain?”

      “Yes, thank goodness. Charlie was bemoaning the fact that you had taken your umbrella with you all the way back.” Letty’s smile died away a little. “He talks about you a lot.”

      “Only because we are the same age and spent several summers together as children.”

      “He is eight years older than me.” Letty smoothed the fringe on the shawl. “But he is so kind to me.” She hesitated. “He doesn’t make me feel stupid.”

      “You aren’t stupid.”

      “I’m not terribly bright. I never applied myself to my lessons like you did, which means I often feel like a silly widgeon when men talk to me. I never feel like that with Charlie.”

      Violet patted the bed, and waited until her sister sat beside her.

      “Letty, do you care for Charlie?”

      “Yes,” Letty whispered, her beautiful blue eyes filling with tears. “And I know what you are going to say—I know I’m supposed to marry a duke, but I don’t want to. I want Charlie.”

      Violet studied her half-sister’s perfect features, noting that she even cried beautifully. With an inward sigh she pictured Charlie’s smiling face, and consigned him to her most precious of memories.

      “If that is what you truly wish, Letty, then you will have to be brave and refuse to marry anyone but him.”

      “He swears he wishes to marry me, but I’m not very good at standing up for myself.”

      Violet took Letty’s hand in hers. “But if you really want Charlie, and he is prepared to wait to win our parents’ approval, you’re going to have to find a way to be strong.”

      “But what if he really wants you instead?” Letty squeezed Violet’s fingers. “I know that you have always loved him.”

      Violet swallowed hard. She had never heard Letty doubt her ability to get any man she wanted before. Perhaps her heart truly was engaged if she felt so uncertain.

      “Charlie doesn’t want me. He sees me as an old friend.”

      “I’m not sure about that.” Letty worried at her lower lip. “He says he loves you very much.”

      “As part of his family. I’m like another sister to be teased or cossetted whenever the whim strikes him.” The words stuck in Violet’s throat, but even as she spoke she realized the truth of them. “He sees you in a completely different light.”

      Or at least she hoped he did. One thing she could do for her half-sister was to seek out Charlie and ask him what his intentions were. She’d watched him fall in and out of love more than once, and she didn’t intend for Letty to be his next victim.

      “Thank you, Violet.” Letty kissed her cheek. “The thought that you will stand as my friend in this matter makes me feel so much better.”

      There was a knock on the door and Lizbeth came in, bearing a very welcome jug of hot water and a jar of soap.

      “Good afternoon, ladies.”

      Letty rose to leave, her tears gone and her smile magically restored. “I will go and tell Mama that you have returned safely.”

      “Thank you.”

      Violet forced a smile. She yearned for a moment of solitude to mourn the loss of her first love, but that would have to wait until she had attended to her other, more pressing, needs. Unlike Letty, she was far too practical to swoon or fall into a decline. Lizbeth fussed around her, stripping her down to her shift and arranging her stays close to the fire to dry off. Her comfortable chatter worked as a balm to Violet’s emotions and helped restore her usual good sense.

      Was she suddenly willing to give up her dream of marrying Charlie because she was infatuated with his older brother? Or had her best friend—the man who had kissed her senseless—simply pointed out the truth to her…a truth that she’d slowly been acknowledging over the last year? But Edwin hadn’t asked her to marry him. He’d simply told her some home truths and kissed her a little.

      That was all.

      She should not refine too much on that. Charlie had asked Letty to marry him—a union that would not suit the DeLisle family at all. Her father had always chafed at his lack of a title, and was obsessed with his children marrying up in the aristocracy. He would consider the third son of an earl a nonentity.

      But if Letty remained strong, and Charlie’s family welcomed the match—as they most certainly would—perhaps the two lovebirds would find a way to be happy together.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Edwin bathed, changed his clothes, and was informed by his valet that Charlie wished to speak to him. He found his brother in the library, sitting by the fire, staring pensively into the flames.

      “Is everything all right, Charlie?” Edwin closed the door and came to sit on the other side of the fire.

      “I want your advice.”

      Edwin attempted to appear both welcoming and benign. “About what?”

      “Letty. I want to marry her.” Charlie’s blue gaze was steady and certain. “Her parents aren’t going to like it one bit, are they?”

      “Probably not.” Edwin considered his next words. “Are you quite sure about this?”

      “More sure than anything else in my existence.”

      “She is very beautiful.”

      “I know what you are thinking, Edwin. You think she’s a pretty peahen with no sense in her head at all, but I don’t care about that. She likes me. She thinks I’m wise, and sensible, and…” Charlie shot to his feet and started to pace. “And I want to be that man for her. I want to shelter her from harm, and provide for her and our children; I want to make sure she is never made to feel stupid or silly again.” He paused and scowled down at Edwin. “Why don’t you say something?”

      “Because I’m beginning to believe you really mean it.”

      “Of course I do!”

      Edwin slowly smiled. “Then if you wish to marry Letty, I will stand your friend. I will not, however, do all the work for you. If you really want this, Charlie, you will face our father alone.”

      Charlie let out his breath and sat back down. “Thank you. I suspected you might have an inkling as to how things were going.”

      Edwin nodded seriously. “Just a vague notion, yes.”

      He snapped his fingers. “That’s why you’ve been keeping Vi occupied. I knew it! To give me the opportunity to get to know Letty better.” Charlie fidgeted with his signet ring. “Letty says Vi’s in love with me.”

      “I don’t believe Violet would stand in the way of you marrying her half-sister if that’s what you’re asking me, Charlie.”

      “I do care for Vi, Edwin, but more as a sister.” Charlie raised his head. “Do you think I should talk to her about this? Let her down gently?”

      Edwin winced. “Violet is extremely intelligent. From what she has said to me, I suspect she already knows where your true affection lies.”

      “I intend to ask Mr. DeLisle for Letty’s hand before we leave the castle.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Edwin asked. “Would it not be better to wait until you are back in London and can approach Mr. DeLisle at his place of residence?”

      “Why wait? He’s here, I’m here and, more importantly, so is Father. I suspect he’ll be more than willing to help with any negotiations.”

      “She is very young.” Edwin tried to be tactful. “You have plenty of time to convince the DeLisles that your intentions and behavior are worthy of their daughter.”

      Charlie flushed. “I’ve already promised Letty I’ll reform, and she believes me.”

      “Of course she does. Just remember it might take longer to convince her parents of that. If you truly love her, then you will stay the course.”

      The clock on the mantelpiece chimed, and Edwin rose to his feet. “Shall we join the others in the drawing room before dinner? I, for one, would welcome the chance to raise a glass to your future happiness.” He patted Charlie’s sleeve. “In complete confidence, of course.”
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      Violet managed to get to Charlie before he reached Letty, and drew him away to the quieter end of the drawing room. He seemed in good form and reasonably pleased to see her, which might soon change. She paused in front of a portrait of one of the previous Earls of Banfield and pretended to contemplate his scowling visage.

      “Charlie, is there anything you’d like to talk to me about?”

      He stared fixedly at the portrait. “Why ever would you think that?”

      “Because I’ve known you since I was eight, and you’ve never been good at keeping secrets from me.”

      “That’s true. Edwin says I have a remarkably expressive face.” He paused. “I did want to ask your opinion on a particular matter, but my brother advised against it.”

      “What matter?”

      He grimaced. “Me.”

      “What about you?” Violet had a horrible sensation she knew what he was going to say, and tried to inject some humor into her voice. “Has Letty been telling tales?”

      “She thinks you want to marry me. I told her that was stuff and nonsense because we are just friends, aren’t we, Vi?” He cleared his throat and looked at her beseechingly. “And I want to marry Letty.”

      “We are just friends. There was a time when I thought we might make an excellent match, but that has never really been true for you, has it? I am immensely fond of you. If you truly love my half-sister, and promise me you will never give her cause to worry, how can I possibly stand in the way of true love?”

      He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it. “Thank you, Vi. I knew you’d come up trumps.”

      She stared into his beautiful blue eyes for one long moment, and then gently disengaged her fingers from his. “I do hope you mean it, Charlie Sutton. Because if you hurt Letty in any way, I will come after you.”

      “I know you will.” Charlie’s grin was infectious. “I’m already quaking in my boots at the very thought.”

      They continued to walk to the end of the room, pausing at the windows to look out over the dimly-lit courtyard.

      “Why didn’t Edwin want you to talk to me about this?” Violet asked.

      “You know Edwin. He’s very cautious about everything, and he didn’t want you being upset. But as I intend to talk to your father before he leaves, I thought you should know what was going on.”

      “I appreciate that.” The fact that she’d been the one to broach the subject seemed to have quite escaped him.

      “Edwin’s been such a good fellow this week. I’m not sure how he guessed what I was feeling for Letty, but he did his utmost to clear my path to her side,” Charlie commented.

      Violet almost stopped breathing. “By keeping other men away from her?”

      He chuckled. “Not the men, just you and your stepmother. Haven’t you noticed he’s been almost constantly at your side?”

      As they turned to face the room again, Violet looked straight into the brown eyes of Charlie’s treacherous older brother. Edwin had certainly kept her occupied. His smile died as they approached, and he turned to Charlie.

      “You didn’t tell her, did you?”

      Charlie opened his mouth, but Violet spoke over him.

      “That you helped Charlie fall in love with Letty by keeping her older, spinster sister occupied?”

      “Hang on, Vi; I never said you were old, or a spinster,” Charlie protested. “I just said Edwin kept you out of the way, and that I was very grateful to him.”

      The glare Edwin gave his brother would have splintered steel. “Please be quiet.” He reached out his hand to Violet. “That’s not why—”

      “Excuse me.”

      She curtsied and turned away before she could embarrass herself further and start weeping in front of a room full of her relatives. He’d kissed her and spent time with her. She’d completely fallen under his spell and had begun to see him quite differently. Now she was paying the price for her own naiveté.

      She reached the main entrance hall without encountering anyone and headed up the stairs.

      “Violet, wait.”

      She ignored Edwin’s quiet command and kept moving. Within moments, he caught up and gently cupped her elbow.

      “Please don’t run away from me. Charlie—”

      “You’ve achieved your aim.” She pulled out of his grasp. “Charlie is going to marry Letty, so you can go away and play your tricks on one of the other ladies.”

      “There were no tricks. Violet, this is Charlie we’re talking about. As usual he’s completely misunderstood the situation, and made assumptions that are just not true.”

      “I don’t care. Have you any idea how humiliating this is? To be… to be used so that Letty, as usual, can have exactly what she wants?”

      All trace of amusement leached from his face. “Letty is irrelevant to this discussion, as is Charlie. Do you really think I would behave like that?”

      She wanted to stamp her foot. “Why not?”

      He let out a slow breath. “Violet, I understand that you are angry, but on my honor I never set out to deceive you about anything. Every moment I spent in your company has been a pleasure.”

      “Like when you kissed me and pretended to care about me, so I’d stop loving Charlie so that Letty could have him instead?”

      “This is not about Letty!”

      Now she’d made him as angry as she was, and they were standing toe to toe like two boxers in a ring.

      “You’ve been in love with Charlie for years, Violet. That’s all you’ve ever seen, all you’ve ever wanted, and he loves being loved. He needs to be adored, but you are worth so much more.”

      “So you decided he should get my beautiful sister instead?”

      “I decided nothing. Good God, can you think of a more unlikely pairing? Letty is beautiful and wealthy enough to marry a duke. But dammit, Violet, they fell in love!”

      She bit down hard on her lip. She could hardly blame him for that. Edwin visibly brought his emotions under control and then raised his gaze to hers.

      “You believe your stepmother is right and that no one sees you anymore because Letty is so beautiful, but it’s not true, Violet.” He thumped his fist against his chest. “I see you. I always have.”

      “What do you mean?” she whispered.

      “What do you think?” He sounded weary. “Everyone loves Charlie… he’s easy to love. He’s the youngest son, and he has no responsibilities. I’m my father’s heir. I’ve been brought up to understand that I have duties to perform. Taking care of Charlie, shielding him from my father’s wrath, takes up a considerable amount of my time. Do you have any idea how often I am approached by members of the ton simply to provide an introduction to my brother? Do you have any idea how that makes me feel?”

      “Of course I do. But you are far more respected than Charlie.”

      “Aye, respected, not loved.” He looked down at his boots. “Always in his glittering shadow. I remember seeing you at your coming-out ball. You wore a pale yellow dress sewn with pearls, and you were smiling fit to burst. But not at me. The only man you saw was Charlie. I’ll wager you didn’t even notice I was there.”

      He took a step back. “Perhaps you might think on that. Mayhap we both need to stop believing our siblings are stealing all the light, and step out of the shadows ourselves.”

      Violet gathered her skirt in her shaking hand as the threat of tears became imminent. “I have a headache. Will you tell my stepmother I’m going to bed?”

      Then she ran.
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      Edwin sat down on the stairs and buried his head in his hands. What a disaster. If he could strangle Charlie, he would. Violet was too upset to hear what he was trying to tell her, and even worse, he was too afraid to say he loved her in case it simply made things worse. He was too cautious. Charlie was right about that, but surely if Violet had time to think things through her normal good sense would help her understand that he was her champion, and not Charlie.

      Edwin groaned aloud. Tomorrow was their last day at Castle Keyvnor. He’d promised to stand by Charlie when he approached the DeLisle family, but that gave him plenty of time to attend to his own affairs. And this time, with Charlie firmly in the past, he would have no compunction in telling Violet exactly what he wanted from her—which was the little matter of her heart, her love, and her hand in marriage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      “Vi, don’t be silly. I need your help.”

      Violet stopped walking. She’d set off in search of Benedict, but none of the castle staff seem to know who he was or where he might be, which was rather frustrating. If he had devised a new plan to win Charlie’s love for her, he needed to be stopped. She had already sat through breakfast comforting Letty, who kept bursting into tears at the drop of a hat due to an excess of nerves. She had no desire to deal with Charlie or any member of the Sutton family ever again.

      “I have to pack, Charlie.”

      “But Letty and I need you. I’m going to speak to your father, and I suspect he won’t be very happy about my intentions. But if you support Letty, perhaps it will make him more amenable to the idea.”

      “Why on earth would you think that? My father thinks women are purely ornamental.”

      “Vi… please.”

      Violet stared hard at the decorative stonework on the arch ahead of her. Being the kind of person upon whom everyone depended to make things right was remarkably tiring at times—especially when her heart was broken. Not that Edwin would ever know that. She would go to London with her stepmother and marry the first man who asked her. Charlie was lost to her, and Edwin… had never been hers in the first place.

      She swallowed down a very large lump in her throat and turned to confront her persistent tormentor.

      “Oh, all right, then.”

      He grinned at her, whooped, and swept her off her feet in a hug. “That’s my girl. Come on, your parents are waiting for us in the library.”

      She allowed him to drag her up two flights of stairs into the more modernized area of the castle. The library door was ajar, giving her a view of her father standing in his favorite spot in front of the fire.

      “But Father…”

      That was Letty’s voice.

      Charlie squeezed her fingers. “Wish me luck.”

      They entered the library together. Violet took a moment to close the door, reasoning that the other guests didn’t need to hear what was likely to be a rather contentious family discussion. She only realized that Edwin was standing with his father to the right of the fireplace when she turned around.

      There was no opportunity to escape now. She would have to brazen it out, support Letty and Charlie, and pretend Edwin didn’t exist.

      Her father was already huffing and puffing, his color high as he tugged at the folds of his cravat. “Well, this is most unexpected, most unexpected indeed!”

      Viscount Sutton bowed stiffly. “It was something of a surprise to me as well, sir, but I believe my son wished to approach you while we were all present and before we left this gathering.” He paused. “I offer him my full support in this matter.”

      Edwin bowed. “As do I.”

      “So I see, but this is hardly the correct venue for a marriage proposal.”

      Charlie took a step forward. “I understand that, sir, and I apologize for the unfortunate circumstances, but my feelings for your daughter, Letitia, cannot be ignored.”

      “She is too young.” Mrs. DeLisle spoke up, her arm around Letty… who looked alarmingly pale. “I cannot bear to be separated from her yet.”

      Violet almost rolled her eyes at her stepmother’s suddenly maternal emotions. Everyone in the room knew she expected Letty to marry a duke, and would do everything in her power to ensure Charlie was kept well away from her daughter.

      Letty shook off her mother’s restraining arm and clasped her hands to her bosom. “Papa, I love him! I will never marry another man, I swear it!”

      “There, there, poppet. There’s no need to fly into alt.”

      Her father looked distinctively uncomfortable at Letty’s outburst. Because of his family history he’d never been at ease with excessive female emotions, and preferred to pretend they didn’t exist. In this instance, he couldn’t do that and was clearly wishing himself elsewhere.

      Violet cleared her throat. “I also think this would be an excellent match for Letty.”

      The look her father gave her was incredulous. “You do?”

      “Yes. I’m sure you don’t wish for Letty to go off into a decline, or take to her bed, or cry all day, or suffer from a want of spirits.”

      His face paled, as he no doubt recalled the fates of his two female relatives who had also been of somewhat volatile dispositions. It was probably unkind of Violet to use his fear against him, but she didn’t think anything else would persuade him to accept the match.

      “There are other men, Letty. You are still very young.” He took his youngest daughter’s hand. “Perhaps—”

      “No!” She tore free of him, her eyes bright with tears. “I will never love another. I swear it!”

      A note of hysteria crept into her voice and Violet took a step toward her, handkerchief at the ready to deal with the expected storm of weeping.

      But Charlie was faster. He strode to Letty’s side and put a comforting arm around her shoulders.

      “Don’t get upset, my love.” He faced her father, his gaze steady. “I will take care of her, sir. I will protect her from everything.”

      “Oh Charlie,” Letty stopped crying, rested her hand against his chest, and looked worshipfully up at his face. “You are so kind to me.”

      Her father sighed and looked over at Viscount Sutton. “Perhaps we might speak of this again in London? If the match does go ahead, I’m certain my wife will insist on a long betrothal.”

      “Indeed.” Her stepmother looked absolutely furious, which should have cheered Violet up, but she was rather too miserable to care. “Come, Letty. It’s time to make sure everything is packed for our departure.”

      Letty ran to her father, went on tiptoe, and kissed his cheek. “Thank you, Papa. I am the happiest girl in England!”

      “Letty. I am waiting.”

      Letty reluctantly joined her mother, smiling shyly at Charlie who blew her a kiss.

      Viscount Sutton went over to speak to her father and Violet let out her breath. She’d done what Charlie had asked her to do. Now all she had to do was work out how to survive the rest of her existence stuck at home with her stepmother, who would never forgive her for speaking up in Charlie’s defense.

      Still ignoring Edwin, she started after her father, only to have Charlie block her path.

      “Thank you, Vi. I don’t know what you said to make him change his mind, but it worked.”

      He embraced her and dropped a kiss on the top of her head.

      “You’re welcome.” She disengaged herself from his arms. “Now I must go and pack my things.”

      Behind them the door banged shut, making her jump.

      “Good Lord!” Charlie exclaimed. “What happened?”
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      “Probably just a gust of wind. You know how drafty this castle can be.” Edwin, who had remained where he was in an attempt to catch Violet’s attention, went over to the door. “Let me try to open it.”

      For some reason the door refused to yield, which meant that he, Charlie, and Violet were trapped together. He wouldn’t have minded if Charlie had been subtracted from the equation. He jiggled the latch again.

      “It seems to be jammed.”

      “Edwin…” Charlie whispered from behind him.

      “What?”

      “What’s that noise?”

      He turned to see Charlie staring at the far wall, Violet beside him, her eyes huge.

      Something or someone was wailing and… he went still. It sounded like chains were being dragged over the floor.

      “Edwin!”

      Even as he blinked something came through the wall, and the wailing grew louder.

      “Woe is me! Death to my betrayers! Woe is me!”

      “Don’t be afraid, Violet.”

      Instinctively, Edwin moved to Violet’s side as the apparition limped toward them down the long line of the library. The specter was dressed in old-fashioned clothing and dragged a chain behind its manacled ankle.

      “I’ve heard that the castle is haunted. Perhaps this is one of the ghosts,” Edwin said. He tried to sound calm even as the room grew cold, and all the hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention.

      Charlie’s teeth were chattering so loudly Edwin could hear them. Violet seemed remarkably at ease, considering what was approaching them.

      “That’s right,” Charlie stuttered. “There was some talk about a ghost from Tudor times. This must be him. Look at his clothing!” He took a step backward. “Let’s get out of here!”

      “We can’t. The door is jammed,” Edwin said quietly. “I’ll try to talk to it, and see what it wants.”

      “It’s not an it, Edwin,” Violet interjected. “His name is Benedict Nankervis.”

      Edwin spared her a startled glance. “How do you know that?”

      “He told me.” She took a step forward. “Benedict? There is no need to do this anymore. I tried to find you last night and tell you the game was up.”

      “Don’t talk to it, Vi!” Charlie hissed. “Tell it to go away.”

      Violet frowned at them. “What’s wrong with you both? He’s just pretending to be a ghost so that he can scare you into doing something heroic, Charlie.”

      “What? Vi, are you blind? He came through the wall!”

      “He is employed by the Banfield family as an actor and playwright. It is obviously a trick.” She gestured at the far wall. “There’s probably a secret door set in the bookcases or something.”

      Edwin took a deep breath and kept a wary eye on the ghost, who appeared to be listening intently to their conversation. “Charlie’s right, Violet. Your Benedict did come through the wall, and he probably locked the door, trapping us in here.”

      “Oh, God,” Charlie whispered.

      “He only did it because he was trying to help me win Charlie’s heart.” Violet blushed. “Which is why I’ve been attempting to find him and tell him that dream has ended. In truth, the only person who has saved me from peril this week is you, Edwin.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that this apparition put you in danger just so Charlie could save you?” Edwin said slowly as the ghost stopped his low moaning and definitely winked at him.

      “He offered to help me, but Charlie was already falling in love with Letty so his efforts were both unnecessary and unsuccessful.” She briefly looked up into his eyes. “Although you proved to be a remarkably capable substitute when I needed help.”

      “Edwin’s like that. Always dependable, always there for a chap. Now, can we bloody well go?” Charlie retreated further down the room.

      Edwin had no intention of going anywhere until he puzzled things through. “Did Benedict cause the roof tile to fall?”

      “Yes, and for the dog to attack me in the courtyard.” Violet frowned. “I’m not sure about the pixie in the woods.”

      “Violet, are you insane?” Charlie turned to his brother. “Did she hit her head or something?”

      “Not that I am aware of, Charlie. Please calm down. None of us can leave this room until Mr. Nankervis allows us to do so.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Charlie marched back to the door and fought with the latch before kicking the solid wooden structure in disgust.

      “I’m not sure quite how to tell you this, my darling.” Edwin took Violet’s hand. “But Benedict Nankervis died three hundred years ago.”

      “Don’t be silly, Edwin.” Violet actually laughed. “He’s standing right there.”

      “He’s shimmering, and I can see through him!” Charlie interjected, an increasing note of terror in his voice.

      Violet’s brow creased. “He looks quite substantial to me.”

      Edwin addressed the ghost directly. “Will you tell her, or shall I?”

      Benedict Nankervis offered him a courtly bow. “Thou truly art a brave man, unlike your pale, puking brother.”

      “Thank you. Now would you like to explain yourself to Violet? She seems to think you are real.”

      Benedict chuckled. “I am often more… visible to those who need my services. They speak to my heart. I cannot ignore their desires.”

      Violet bit her lip. “Are you really a ghost?”

      “Indeed, Mistress Violet, I fear it is so.” Benedict slowly nodded.

      “But… why on earth…” Violet swallowed hard. “Why did you speak to me at all?”

      “Because thou wert heartsick, Mistress.” He threw his arms wide. “And I am a purveyor of love in all its many wondrous entities.”

      “Then you certainly failed with me!” Violet said tartly, and Edwin fought a smile.

      Benedict raised an eyebrow. “Did I, Mistress? I beg to disagree. Dost thou not know thine own heart and mind far better now? Hast thou found thy true love?”

      Edwin held his breath as Violet briefly glanced at him and then away.

      “I thought I might have done,” she whispered. “But I was mistaken.”
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      “Violet—” Edwin reached for her hand, but she stepped closer to the ghost.

      “Did you truly attempt to make Charlie fall in love with me, Benedict?”

      “Nay, Mistress. His heart was already taken,” Benedict said gently.

      “I see.” Violet went to pat his puffed sleeve and then hesitated. “You are fading away.”

      “That’s because he’s a ghost, Vi!” Charlie marched forward, grabbed her by the elbow, and yanked her backward. “Don’t touch him!”

      Benedict angled his head in Charlie’s direction. “I would not harm her.”

      “How do I know that?” Charlie demanded.

      “Because I give you my word?”

      “How did you die?” Knowing Charlie’s wayward temper, Violet hastily intervened. “Why are you still here?”

      Benedict eased a finger beneath the frills of his ruff and scratched his neck. “Because I am cursed to haunt these halls.”

      “Cursed by whom?”

      “The king.”

      “King George?”

      “Nay, Mistress, by my king, the most glorious monarch King Henry VIII of England.”

      “Why did he curse you?”

      Benedict’s smile was wry. “He visited us here once at Castle Keyvnor. It was a great honor for my lord, and I was ordered to oversee the festivities for the royal visit. I organized many dancers, wrote a new play in his honor, and composed a ballad to his queen that I sang as he and his wife entered the courtyard.”

      “And?” Edwin prompted.

      “Alas and alack, news of his setting aside his first queen for that strumpet Anne Boleyn had not reached the wilds of Cornwall, and the song I sang… glorifying the sainted Queen Katherine and calling his mistress, Anne, a witch and a whore was not well received by the lady or her new husband.”

      “Oh dear!” Violet brought her hand to her mouth. “What did they do to you?”

      Benedict shrugged. “Halfway through the third verse of my song, which was one of my best I must say, I was seized by the king’s guards, thrown to my knees, and beheaded.”

      “Beheaded!” Charlie scoffed. “Over a song?” He poked Violet in the ribs. “He probably died of the plague, or something boring, and made this story up.”

      “Art though calling me a liar, Master Charles?” Benedict demanded.

      “Well, come on. This is a bit farfetched, isn’t it?”

      “Thou dost not believe I was beheaded?”

      Charlie shrugged and Benedict raised his hands to his neck, and very slowly lifted off his head.

      With a strangled sound Charlie crumpled to the floor in a swoon.

      Violet sighed and directed her gaze downward to the ghost’s head, which was now tucked under his arm. “Did you have to do that, Benedict? Now look at him.”

      She crouched next to Charlie and patted his ashen cheek. “Are you all right, Charlie?”

      He groaned, but kept his eyes tightly shut.

      Tutting, Violet stood and gazed at Benedict and Edwin who were grinning at each other as the ghost repositioned his head in its correct location.

      “Why aren’t you screaming in terror as well, Edwin?” she inquired.

      “Because someone needs to remain calm.”

      She raised her chin. “And protect me from Benedict who has been nothing but helpful?”

      Edwin studied the toes of his polished boots. “Actually, I was hoping you were going to protect me from him.”

      “But thou art her hero, Master Edwin. Thou has saved her from peril more than once in the past few days.”

      “He’s right. You have,” Violet acknowledged

      “But only because of his misdirection,” Edwin said. “As you know, Violet, I am not really that kind of man at all. I’m just the boring heir to a viscount.” He bowed to the ghost. “If you have achieved your aim of half scaring my brother to death, Master Benedict, then will you please allow us to leave?”

      Benedict returned the bow in a far more dramatic and elegant fashion.

      “But thou hast not spoken to thine lady of thy true feelings for her.”

      A twist of pain crossed Edwin’s features. “Trust me, she doesn’t want to hear them.”

      “How dost thou know this?”

      “Because she thinks I’ve just been making up to her to keep her away from Charlie.”

      When he said it out loud it sounded almost as ridiculous as Violet’s attempts to deny that Edwin’s deception had wounded her far more deeply than Charlie finding the love of his life. She’d been clinging to her old dream of marrying Charlie to escape the bleakness of the future her stepmother had assigned to her. She had to let him go and move forward.

      Edwin crouched beside Charlie, his back to Violet. “Please feel free to leave when the door is opened, Miss DeLisle. I’ll take care of my brother.”

      Violet was almost at the door before she slowed down and then stopped. Turning around she caught Benedict’s eye, and he gave her an encouraging wink.

      “What true feelings?”

      Edwin went still, and then rose to his feet and came toward her.

      “That I love you. That I have always loved you.”

      “Oh, my.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Is that all you have to say?”

      “But I have behaved horribly toward you.”

      “Only under the greatest of provocation.” He half-smiled. “And they do say that love is blind, so mayhap I missed most of your horribleness.” He drew in a sharp breath. “But I’m not Charlie, and I never will be.”

      “Well, thank goodness for that, or I would not be standing here right now,” Violet said, her voice trembling. “I might not need to be protected like Letty, but I cannot deny that having a strong man to lean on is remarkably thrilling.”

      They both glanced at the inert figure on the floor.

      “I do not need a wife to manage me,” Edwin said. “I need a wife who can stand by my side and be my equal, someone willing to shoulder the responsibilities of my rank and position.”

      “And become a vicountess,” Violet said with wonder. “Oh my goodness, my father will be thrilled!” She hastily cleared her throat. “Not that you have asked me to be your wife.”

      Edwin took the final step toward her and drew her into his arms.

      “Of course I want to marry you, you lovely, enchanting, exasperating pea goose!”

      Seeing as he immediately kissed her, she couldn’t respond to his teasing and immediately forgot about it in the pleasure of rediscovering his unique taste.

      Eventually she did manage to speak, her hand clutching at his waistcoat. “How can you love me when I have been so foolish about your brother?”

      “Because I always hoped that one day you’d see me, not just as your friend, but the man you could grow to love and cherish in his own right.”

      She touched his cheek. “I already do. In his own way, Benedict did open my eyes and showed me a man worthy to be my hero. You are worth ten of Charlie—to me.”

      “Excuse me. I am still here,” Charlie spoke rather plaintively from the floor. “I love you both dearly, but there’s still the little matter of that headless ghost hovering over me and a locked door.”

      Edwin released Violet and she went to Benedict, who had taken a seat next to Charlie.

      “Thank you, my friend. Even though it appears you really are a ghost, you have shown me the error of my ways more clearly than anyone living.”

      He rose and bowed. “As I intended, Mistress. Sometimes true love needs a little assistance to flower.”

      She blinked as he became even more insubstantial, his body disappearing and blending into the walls behind him. She reached out a hand.

      “Don’t go.”

      “But I must. Thou hast found true love, and no longer need me.” He cleared his throat and proclaimed, “I feel within me, a peace above all earthly dignities. A still and quiet conscience. Fare thee well, Mistress Violet.”

      “Shakespeare, King Henry VIII,” murmured Edwin. “Rather after his time, one thinks.”

      With a last wink, a grin, and a flourish of his hat Benedict disappeared, leaving Violet close to tears.

      “Well thank God for that,” Charlie said fervently. “I thought I’d never live to see my own wedding, let alone yours.” He rolled onto his side and got up, swaying rather alarmingly, and rubbed the back of his head. He was still rather pale. “Must have tripped over something and banged my head. Only way to explain all this.”

      Violet met Edwin’s gaze and fought a smile as he reclaimed her hand.

      “The door is unlocked, so you can leave whenever you wish, Charlie.”

      Her soon-to-be brother-in-law looked at them. “Ah, yes, I see you want to be alone.”

      “How very perceptive of you.” Edwin nodded at his brother. “Now go away and shut the door behind you while I attempt to convince Violet that she really has no other choice but to marry me.”

      Charlie’s grin was like the sun. “I don’t think she’ll need much convincing.” He gave Violet a quick hug. “Welcome to the Sutton family, love.”

      She ducked her head against Edwin’s chest as the door closed behind Charlie.

      “I feel like a fool.”

      He stroked her hair. “For loving me?”

      “No, for not realizing it sooner.” She cupped his chin. “You’ve always been the right man for me. We’re already best friends, I obviously like kissing you, I know and love your family, so why did I need the intervention of a ghost to make me see the truth?”

      “I think you would have worked it out eventually, love. You are a remarkably intelligent woman.” He kissed her gently. “And I had already decided that you would be mine.”

      “You’d decided?”

      “Yes.”

      She sighed and placed her hand over his heart. “I always thought knights in shining armor were confined to fairy tales, but I am beginning to believe I’ve captured one of my very own.”

      “Well, I’ve certainly saved you from ‘deadly peril’, but do try to remember that I’m really quite an ordinary man.”

      “Never.” She went on tiptoe to kiss him again.

      After a while, he drew back and studied her face. “Do you wish me to approach your father before we leave here?”

      “Only if you are sure—”

      He placed his finger over her lips. “I am more sure of this than anything in my life, but I want you to be sure as well.”

      She felt herself blushing. “Then please go ahead. He will be much easier to deal with on our trip home if he believes my future lies with you.”

      “And perhaps more willing to see Letty marry Charlie?”

      “That, too.”

      He kissed her fingers and held onto her hand. “Then why don’t we go and find both our fathers and share the good news?”

      He held the door open for her and bowed her through. Her last sight was of Benedict doing a jig as he waved his hat in the air like a banner. Her ghostly matchmaker had opened her eyes to a whole new future, and for that she would be eternally grateful.

      Edwin reclaimed her hand as they walked along the corridor.

      “What do you think of the name Benedict for our first child?”

      “If he is a boy.” She squeezed his fingers hard. “I personally can’t think of anything better.”
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        In the Name of God, Amen, I, Jonathan Hambly, Earl of Banfield, of Bocka Morrow in the County of Cornwall, resident of Castle Keyvnor, on this 11th day of August, 1811, being of weak body but of sound mind hereby declare this to be my last Will and Testament.

        Gentlemen, first I will that all my just debts and funeral expenses shall be paid by my Trustees and Executors hereinafter named.

        I charge my second cousin Allan Hambly, with the care of my wife, Evelyn DeLisle Hambly, shall she survive me. Allan Hambly shall see to her care and comfort within Castle Keyvnor for the remainder of her days. Allan Hambly shall continue to employ the servants who currently serve and see to her care and comfort.

        I give and bequeath to my second cousin Allan Hambly the sum of twenty thousand pounds of Lawful money of Great Britain, the same sum my wife brought to the marriage, for her care, comfort and for wages of the servants tasked with her care.

        I give and bequeath to my sister Octavia North Barrows the cameo that belonged to our mother.

        I give and bequeath to Daniel Goodenham, Viscount North Barrows, the sum of one thousand pounds of Lawful money of Great Britain.

        I give and bequeath to my nephew Peter Priske, Earl of Widcombe, my 1721 edition of The Works of Geoffrey Chauceras.

        I give and bequeath to my niece Gwnedolyn Beck, Marchioness of Halesworth, the blue and gold porcelain tea service.

        I give and bequeath to Blade Hambly, controlling interests in two cooper mines and my collection of papers by astronomers William Wolleston, William Herschel, Pierre Simon Laplace and John Goodricke.

        I give and bequeath to Lucien De Roye, my holdings of stock in the East India Dock Company.

        I give and bequeath to Clive DeLisle, the red, orange, blue, green, gold and silver monstrosity of a vase.

        I give and bequeath to Christopher Deering, Marquess of Brauning, my marbled clay pipe.

        I give and bequeath to Jane Hawkins, the Kirkbourne estate.

        I give and bequeath to Viscount Sutton, my 1725 edition of Homer’s Odyssey.

        I give and bequeath to Baron Dinedor, ten thousand pounds of Lawful money of Great Britain.

        I give and bequeath to Mr. Gryffyn Cardew, the parcel of Lancarrow land as laid out in the original sale.

        I give and bequeath to Adam Vail, the land currently occupied by the Boswell gypsies.

        I give and bequeath to St. David’s Church in the village of Bocka Morrow, two thousand pounds of Lawful money of Great Britain, for their roofing fund.

        I give and bequeath to my servant and valet, Mr. Simpkins if he lives with me at the time of my Death all my wearing apparel and one years wages above what may be due to him at my Decease.

        Likewise I give to my servants, Mrs. Bray, Mr. Drake, Mrs. Woodead and Mr. Morris, if they live with me at the time of my Death, one years wages above what may be due them at my Decease.

        All the residue of my personal Estates of what nature or kind whatsowever and wheresoever I give to Allan Hambly and I Hereby Charge both my Real and personal Estates with the payment of my Just Debts and Legacies.

        Lastly, I nominate and appoint Allan Hambly as Sole Executor of this my Last Will and Testament revoking all other wills made by me.

        In Witness whereof I, the said, Jonathan Hambly, Earl of Banfield, to this my Last Will and Testament have set my Hand and Seal this 11th Day of August in the year of our Lord one Thousand Eight Hundred and Eleven.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          MORE - The Haunting of Castle Keyvnor

        

      

    

    
      Vexed

      Bedeviled

      Mystified

      Spellbound

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/swash-ornate-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/twitter-bird-white-fixed.png






OEBPS/images/facebook-f-white-fixed.png






OEBPS/images/bedeviled.jpg
YorkilimesBestselling Author

MARLOWE

USA Today Bestselling Author

WILLINGHAM





OEBPS/images/vellum-created-fixed.png





