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Chapter One

 


It was Halloween, and she was a prisoner in
her own office. Hell, what made her think she could get the goods
on an organized crime boss, anyway? She was getting a swollen head.
Believing her own press. M. C. Hammer, big-city private eye. Right.
The truth was that she couldn’t remember a time when she’d felt
more like plain old Mary Catherine Hammersmith, small-town
girl.

She paced the office, pausing to glance
through the smeared window at the street below. No colors down
there. It was as if Newark had gone black-and-white and shades of
gray—as dismal as the sky above it. The wind blew bits of paper and
clouds of dirt over the pavement. The dark sedan was still parked
out there. If M. C. tried to leave, its driver would follow. If she
went to the safe deposit box where she’d stashed the tape, he’d get
her when she came out. If she went home... she shivered. The
thought of that dark stairway up to her lonely apartment was not
appealing. They could grab her there just as easily. She wasn’t
even sure it was safe to get into her car. One twist of the key
might make a hell of a noise and litter the streets with bits of a
certain lady detective she’d grown kind of fond of.

Hell.

The phone rang. She snatched it up. “M. C.
Hammer Investigations.”

“Ms. Hammer?”

“This is her secretary.” She said it
automatically. Made her sound bigger than she was. Besides, the
woman on the other end could be anyone. One of the bad guys,
maybe.

“I need to speak to Ms. Hammer,” the woman
said. “I’m in trouble; I need help.”

“Join the club.”

“Excuse me?”

She calmed her voice. “Sorry. Ms. Hammer’s
out of town indefinitely. Look, try Ace Investigations over on
Fourth and Main. They’re good—they’ll help you out.”

The caller rung off without saying good-bye.
M. C. felt bad. They always called, and they always needed help. Up
to now, she’d been pretty good at providing it. She’d earned a
reputation in the city. They called her a tough cookie, the working
woman’s hero, that sort of thing.

Right about now, she thought she could use a
hero of her own. But she’d been too busy playing hero to bother
looking for one. She’d never expected to face a situation she
couldn’t handle. She was facing one now, one she’d stumbled into
unintentionally. She was only supposed to get the goods on Guido de
Rocci’s illicit affairs, so his wife could get a decent divorce
settlement out of him. Instead she’d wound up with a tape of a
phone call ordering a gangland hit, one that left no doubt who was
in charge. Guido himself. And stupidly, she’d told the wife. Sylvia
de Rocci went soft, and ratted her out to Guido. Seemed she got all
mushy inside to learn her hubby wasn’t cheating on her after all.
No, he was just running the mob and killing people. What a
sweetheart. So now Syl and Guido were a pair of happy lovebirds,
and Mary Catherine was a sitting duck with a half dozen hit men
standing between her and the tape.

She could call the cops—but her phone was
probably bugged, and she’d be dead before they ever got here.
Besides, everyone knew the mob had a few cops in its pocket. How
could she be sure the cops who showed up wouldn’t be on de Roccis
payroll?

She wandered to the window again. A bus
pulled up at the stop, right in front of the entrance to Sal’s Bar
downstairs. People got off. People got on. An idea took form.

The slug in the sedan was watching
her front entrance, and her car. But no one could see what
she did inside the office. She could take the stairs down to her
own front door, but instead of going out, slip through that side
door that led from the entry hall into Sal’s place. Maybe slide out
the bar’s entrance instead of her own private one, and onto the
next bus before anyone was the wiser.

“Sounds like a plan to me,” she muttered.
She did a quick scan of the closet. It often came in handy to have
a change of clothes or two at the office. Quickly, she shed the
skirt and heels she’d worn this morning and replaced them with
jeans and sneakers. A leather jacket instead of the tailored
blazer. A baseball cap to hide the telltale riot of dark curls she
fondly referred to as a black rat’s nest. A pair of John Lennonish
sunglasses.

Glancing in the mirror, she thought she
could pass for a guy. A scrawny guy, but a guy. The purse would
give her away though. She emptied it, filling her pockets with the
essentials, including her .38 special. Great. This was it then.
There would be another bus shortly. They were in and out at this
stop all day. Usually drove her nuts. Not today, though.

She took her time, moved slowly into the
hall, saw no one, took the inside stairs down to the landing, and
tapped on the door that led into the bar. No one ever used it, and
it was locked as usual. But Sal opened it in a second, and she
sauntered in like she belonged there as he gaped at her. When Sal
gaped his double chin turned triple.

“Is that you, Mary Ca—”

She stomped on his foot and he shut up. “I’m
not here,” she told him. “You never saw me. I mean it, Sal.”

Sal’s silver eyebrows bunched up and he
wiped his hands on his bulging white apron. “You in trouble,
kid?”

“You could call it that.”

“What can I do?”

“Gimme a stiff drink, and pretend you don’t
know me from Adam.”

He shook his head, but nodded toward a
vacant stool and reached for a shot glass. As he poured, he
muttered, “One good man is all you need.”

“So you keep telling me.” She took the stool
and then the drink, sipped it as she eyed the patrons in search of
goons.

“If you had yourself a husband you wouldn’t
be in this mess.”

“How do you figure that?” No goons in sight.
She turned back to Sal, downed the whiskey, and set the glass on
the hardwood.

“You’d be home takin’ care of him, instead
of out playing cop-for-hire.”

“Woman’s place is in the kitchen, right,
Sal?”

“Worked for a hundred years, kid.”

“Well, not for me. I’ve never needed a man
around cluttering things up, and I don’t plan to start now. Never
met one worth the trouble anyway.” She heard the squeal of air
brakes and twisted her head. “That’s my bus. Gotta go.”

“Where to?”

She worked up a grin for him, though her
heart was in her throat. “I could tell you, Sal, but then I’d have
to kill you. Later.” And she hopped off the stool and hurried to
the bar’s front entrance. The bus blocked her from the view of the
goon across the street, and she joined a handful of others waiting
to climb aboard. But she didn’t breathe again until she was in her
seat, and headed out of town.

*

The bus was headed to Hoboken, but since she
didn’t know a soul there, she got off at the terminal and caught
one heading in the other direction. There was really only one place
for her to go now. Her parents’ place in Princeton was out of the
question. First place those thugs would check. Nope, there was
little choice. She had to go to Aunt Kate’s house of horrors.
That’s what she’d called it as a kid. A gothic mausoleum way out in
the sticks. They’d never track her there. Aunt Kate was an outcast,
black sheep of the family. Mostly because she refused to go
Christian, and kept up the traditions of the best-forgotten branch
of the Hammersmith clan. Witchcraft, to put a name to it. She had
an old spell book that had been in the family for more generations
than anyone could count. Mary Catherine had seen it once. Dusty and
faded, with a padded cloth cover that was threadbare with age.

Briefly she wondered if one of Aunt Kate’s
spells could help her out of this mess. But then she chased the
silly thought away. All that she needed was time and clear
thinking. A way to get to that tape, and get it safely to the cops
without getting her head blown off. She wouldn’t be safe until she
did. Even if she turned it over to Guido, he’d figure she knew too
much to risk letting her live. She knew the way thugs like him
thought.

Aunt Kate’s then. She shivered at the
thought. It was All Hallows eve, and she’d be spending it in that
spook-house sideshow. She shook away the chill that danced up her
nape, and tried to relax on the long bus ride to Craven Falls in
upstate New York.

*

“Hello, Aunt Kate.”

Kate Hammersmith stood inside the arched,
stained glass door and blinked slowly. She wore a long black dress
with shiny moons and stars all over it. Homemade. Probably sewn
together with spider webs, Mary Catherine thought glumly. Her hair
was long and still dark, cut to frame her face. It made her look
far younger than she was. She wore a necklace with a hunk of quartz
on the end that must have weighed five pounds, minimum. “You could
poke your eye out with that thing,” Mary Catherine observed, just
for something to say.

“You sound like your mother. What are you
doing here, M. C?”

“Aren’t you even going to invite me in?”

Kate lifted one brow, then stepped aside and
let Mary Catherine in. The place hadn’t changed much. Muted
lighting, nothing glaring or bright. Antique furniture. M. C. was
no expert on guessing what period this stuff was from, but
everything seemed to have clawed feet and satin. The place reeked
of incense and the hot waxy aroma of recently snuffed candles.

“Well?” Kate asked, leaning back and
crossing her arms over her chest.

M. C. licked her lips. “Well. I need a place
to stay for a few days.”

Kate’s eyes narrowed and she suddenly looked
way less irritated at the unannounced visit. “Are you in some kind
of danger?”

“Nothing I can’t handle. I just need to hang
out until things cool down.”

“Left in a hurry, did you?” Kate eyed her
when she lifted her brows. “No luggage,” she explained.

M. C. shrugged. “You look like you were on
your way out. I didn’t mean to mess up your... er ... plans.” It
was Halloween. Probably crazy Kate’s biggest night of the year.

Kate tilted her head. “Samhain is important,
dear, but not as important as your safety. I’ll stay—”

“No way, Aunt Kate. I’m fine. Honest. Not a
soul in the world knows I’m here. You go on. I’ll curl up on the
couch and watch some TV. Maybe thumb through that old book of yours
and look for spells to turn bad guys into toads. You, uh...still
have it, don’t you?” As she said it her gaze strayed to the table
in the corner where the dusty tome lay open.

Kate touched her shoulder, drawing her gaze
back again. “The grimoire is not a toy, Mary Catherine. The spells
are powerful, particularly tonight. An amateur could cause a
complete disaster by making some simple mistake—particularly if she
were a neophyte with as much Pagan blood in her as you have.”

A little tingle danced up Mary Catherine’s
spine, but she only smiled at her aunt. “I was just kidding. Don’t
have a cow, okay?”

Kate studied her, her eyes probing, then
shook her head, making her dangling earrings—all six pairs—jangle
like bells. “If you want a spell of protection, darling, just ask.
I’ll take care of it for you.”

“You know I don’t believe in that stuff,” M.
C. said, her gaze straying to the book again.

Aunt Kate sighed. “You’re sure you’ll be
okay alone?”

“Sure. You go on. I’ll be fine. Really.”

Looking worried, Aunt Kate nodded and turned
toward the door.

“Hey,” M. C. called. “Aren’t you forgetting
your broom?”

Kate glared, but when M. C. sent her a wink,
she smiled instead, waved good night, and left her alone.

M. C. wandered the living room, flicked on
the TV, searched the channels. An old black-and-white version of
The Three Musketeers was playing, and she watched that for a
while, but her gaze kept straying back to the dusty book on the
table. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to just peek?

No. She’d promised Aunt Kate.

Glancing back at the screen, she shook her
head in disgust. How could any man hope to hold his own in a fight
with those silly ruffles hanging from his sleeves? And those hats!
For crying out loud, were they supposed to look heroic with puffy
plumes jutting out of their hats? She decided the Musketeers must
have all been closet drag queens, and further judged she’d far
rather have her .38 in hand during a crisis than one of those
fragile-looking swords that seemed like they’d break in a strong
wind.

Despite the ridiculousness of the film,
though, she felt her heart twist a little when D’Artagnan leapt
between his lady fair and the evil villain, vowing to protect her
with his life.

Too bad heroes like that weren’t around
these days. She wouldn’t even mind the stupid hat.

The book called to her again, and this time
Mary Catherine got up and wandered over to it. She reached out to
touch it, drew her hand away, then reached out again and gently
flipped some pages. And she paused when she read, “Spell of
Protection.” The thing looked pretty simple. You were supposed to
be in a spot where the light of the moon fell on you, during its
first quarter. Light a white candle. Envision the protection in
whatever way worked for you—a bubble of white light or a strong
stone wall around your body were given as examples. Then, keeping
that thought in mind, you just repeated the invocation written on
the page.

Hmm.

Mary Catherine glanced sideways at the tall
window, and saw a thin beam of moonlight peeking between the heavy
velvet curtains. Hmm. She meandered over there and opened the
curtains, and sure enough the moonlight flooded the room. It wasn’t
a quarter moon. But wouldn’t a full moon be even better?

If you believed in any of this
nonsense to begin with, which she did not.

She casually walked back to the table, where
the moonlight spilled brightly over her and the book. Two candles
sat there, one on either side of her aunt’s precious old grimoire.
One was pink and one was red. No white ones in sight. But a candle
was a candle, right? And a long wooden match was laid there just
begging to be lit. What the hell.

She struck the match and lit it, touching
its flame to both candles because, hey, two candles were better
than one.

She grinned. This was kind of a fun way to
spend Halloween.

Okay, next steps: envision protection, and
say the chant. She tried to imagine a bubble of white light
surrounding her, and then tried picturing a bulletproof wall. But
her mind kept straying back to that scene in the movie, where the
Musketeer had vowed to protect his lady with his life. Cornball
bunch of crap.

She read the words on the page, and heard
the clock singing backup to her chant by striking midnight.

Without warning, something exploded and a
ball of smoke enveloped her. Coughing, she waved it away, and
suddenly she had the distinct feeling that she wasn’t alone in the
room anymore.


Chapter Two

 


Alexandre sat up and rubbed his head, eyes
closed tightly. He wasn’t certain what had happened. He’d been in
the midst of a minor skirmish, setting to rights an insult to the
king of France, when he’d heard a lady calling to him from afar.
Fair damsels in need of aid were nothing new to Alexandre. He was
sworn to protect the king, of course, but there were plenty of
Musketeers available to the king at all times. Alexandre often got
sidetracked protecting ladies in distress. He didn’t mind the task
at all, especially considering the delicious ways the fair maids
often expressed their gratitude. He must have been clubbed on the
head while distracted by the odd cadence of this particular lady’s
voice.

At any rate, he heard nothing of his enemies
now, and imagined they’d fled, as his opponents often did before
he’d finished with them. Clutching his rapier in one hand and
righting his chapeau with the other, he got to his feet and peered
through the odd smoke that surrounded him.

And then he went still and blinked in shock.
He was no longer in the Provençal village where he’d faced off
against the three ruffians only moments ago. He was inside a
chateau, and staring into the very wide and frightened eyes of a
beautiful—if oddly dressed—young woman.

He gave his head a shake and looked again.
She was still there. Frightened as if she were looking at a ghost.
Her eyes gleamed like dark sapphires in the moonlight, and her hair
was a delightful mass of raven curls he imagined would feel like
silk twined round his fingers. Never mind the odd clothing, or the
odd feeling in his head. A beautiful woman like this one certainly
took precedence over such trivial worries.

“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” he
whispered, quickly removing his chapeau with a flourish and bowing
deeply. Sheathing his sword, he gripped her small hand and drew it
to his lips. Ah, warm salty skin, and a telltale tremble. She liked
him already.

The hand in his jerked away fast. “Who the
hell are you?” the fair lady demanded. “Wha-what are you doing
here?”

He straightened, smoothed the luxurious
plume, and then replaced his hat. “So it is English you prefer,” he
said. “ ‘Tis well I speak it fluently. I am Alexandre, one of the
king’s finest Musketeers, my lady.”

“Get real,” she said. “You are not.”

“But I am.” He took a step closer. She
backed up, and it surprised him. “Do not fear me, pretty one. I
am... a bit disoriented, but believe me, I have only come to help
you.”

“He-help me?”

“Oui, ma petite. I heard you calling
out for help—a protector, a hero I believe you cried for.” He
rubbed his perfectly pointed beard with his fingers. “It is a bit
of a blur, but I do recall that much.”

She shook her head back and forth slowly,
taking another step away from him. “This is crazy. This is nuts.
You can’t be here; this can’t be happening.”

He shrugged, smiling to himself, quite
familiar with the power of his presence on females. “Many a lady
has been overwhelmed by my charm, little one. Do not be concerned.
It is not a dream, ma belle. I truly am here. At your
disposal.” He let his gaze stray lower, to her lips, which looked
full and tempting, and added, “Anything you need, pretty one, I
assure you, I can provide.” As he said it he moved closer.

The lady whipped a tiny weapon, which
vaguely resembled a black powder pistol, from somewhere beneath the
clothing she wore, and pointed it at him. “Don’t you come one step
closer, mister.”

Amused, he reached out to snatch the toy
from her hands. “What is this silly thing?” He gazed down the
barrel, fingers grazing the trigger. The lady lunged forward,
knocking the rounded end upward, away from his nose, just as the
small device exploded in his hands. He felt his chapeau sail from
his head and heard the looking glass behind him shatter. Alexandre
dropped the weapon to the floor. “Mon Dieu!”

“You nearly shot yourself, you idiot!” she
shouted. “Or did you?” Gripping his shoulders, she scanned his
face, hands running up and down his arms in a most familiar
fashion.

His fear faded quickly, and his notorious
smile returned. “Ah, do not fear for me, lady. I am unharmed.
But...eh...you may examine me further, if it would reassure you.”
He took advantage of her closeness to clasp her waist and pull her
tight to him.

She drew back and punched him in the jaw so
hard that Alexandre staggered backward and wound up landing on his
derriere. But he never stopped smiling at her. “So,” he said,
rubbing his jaw, “you are shy, non?” He retrieved his hat
from the floor, frowning at the neat round hole in the front of
it.

“I’m the farthest thing from shy, Al. Touch
me again, and you’ll wish I were.”

He was quite confused by her reluctance.
Never had any lady sought to withhold her favors from him. They
tended to swoon at a mere glance. But he’d already noticed this
one’s strangeness. Perhaps her mind was unbalanced. Pity. She was
truly magnificent. He shook his head, sighing in disappointment but
resigned to defeat. His first. Perhaps she’d come around yet, but
for the moment he sensed it might be best to stop trying. “Very
well, ma chérie. I will not touch you again. Until you
request it, at least.” He got suavely to his feet, smoothing one
hand over the long, wavy locks he wore and brushing at his
breeches.

“Don’t hold your breath.”

“Nonetheless, never let it be said that
Alexandre failed to come to the aid of a lady in need.”

“What I need is to know who does your hair.
Captain Hook?”

“Why were you calling for help?” he asked,
ignoring her puzzling question.

She looked at the floor, shook her head.
“This is unreal.”

“I can see you are greatly distressed. Has
some rogue insulted your honor, then? Shall I call him out, teach
him a lesson he will not soon forget?”

She closed her eyes and he noticed how thick
and dark her lashes were, resting upon her fair cheeks. “You’re the
one who’s gonna be distressed. I think I—I think I messed up.”

“It is understandable, chérie. You
are only a woman, after all.”

Her head came up, eyes narrow. “Watch it,
Al.”

“I am only saying that whatever is wrong, I
can make it right. So, tell me now, what has befallen you?”

“It’s what’s befallen you we have to worry
about,” she said.

He frowned at her. “I do not
understand.”

“Do they have witches where you come from,
Al?”

He lifted his brows. “Oui, but they
are not a problem. If they get out of hand, we simply hang them.”
Then he frowned. “You are not a witch, are you, lady?”

“No. Not...exactly. But...well, maybe you’d
better sit down.”

“If you wish it.” He tucked his damaged hat
under his arm and walked to the settee, but he didn’t sit until she
did. “Now,” he said, “tell Alexandre what troubles you...but first,
ma chérie, tell me your name.”

She blinked. “Oh. It’s Mary Catherine
Hammersmith. But I go by M. C. Hammer. It’s...sort of a joke.”

“My lady Hammer,” he repeated, lowering his
head respectfully. “Now, why are you so troubled, eh?”

She looked decidedly sheepish. “I got into
trouble. I needed help. And I found this...old book...with a...an
incantation...”

“A witch’s spell?”

She nodded. “Right...a spell for protection.
And I said the words out loud...and I must have messed it up,
because the next thing I knew, you were here.”

He smiled slowly, and lifted a hand to
gently pat her head. “Poor Lady Hammer...you truly believe that you
have brought me here by witchery?”

“Oh. I’m pretty sure of it.”

“What makes you so sure, little one? Perhaps
I simply heard your lovely voice asking for protection, and
followed the sound to find you here.”

“Well, that wouldn’t have been possible, Al.
See, you...you sort of...traveled...through time.”

He studied her face. Poor, disturbed beauty.
Surely he could find a way to pull her from her delusions! He must.
She was entirely too beautiful to be a lunatic.

“You don’t believe me, do you? This is the
future, Al. The year is 2012.”

“Oh, sweet Lady Hammer. Sssh.” He ran his
hand through her hair. “You will be all right. I will find help for
you, I vow it.”

She closed her eyes, poor little thing. “I
can prove it,” she said.

“Oh?” He so wanted to help her get well. He
wasn’t certain, but he didn’t think it would be quite chivalrous to
seduce a lunatic. So until he cured her...

“See that little box over there?” she asked,
pointing.

He followed her gaze and nodded. She picked
up a smaller item, thumbed a button, and the box came to life all
on its own. “Sacre bleu!” he shouted, leaping to his feet as
tiny Musketeers, his own comrades, battled their enemies, all the
while held captive inside the box! He drew his sword and lashed out
at the thing, but its face was impenetrable.

*

The poor S.O.B. was still swinging his sword
at the television set when the front door burst open and Aunt Kate
appeared. Mary Catherine sank a little deeper into the sofa
cushions at the glare her aunt sent her. She just stood there,
looking from Al to M. C. and back again. Then, hands going to her
hips, she shouted, “Mary Catherine Hammersmith, what did you
do?”


Chapter Three

 


Poor Al. He’d just sat there looking stunned
as Aunt Kate explained what happened to him. He hadn’t believed it
at first, of course. But by the time they’d shown him the electric
lights, the microwave, and Aunt Kate’s smoke-belching Buick, he’d
pretty much accepted the truth.

Now, Kate paced while Mary Catherine sat
beside Al on the settee. She felt like a kid called into the
principal’s office. “You should have listened to me,” Kate
muttered. She went to the book, glancing down at it. “Is this the
spell you used?”

Getting up, Mary Catherine went closer and
peered over her aunt’s shoulder at the book. “Yeah, that’s it.”

“This spell specifically calls for the
moon’s first quarter. I can’t believe you’d use it during a full
moon! And on All Hallows eve, of all nights!”

M. C. shrugged. “I didn’t exactly expect it
to work.”

“Work? You quadrupled its potency!” She
glared. M. C. looked at the floor. “And what about the white
candle? I don’t see one here.” Kate looked at the candles on the
table. “Red and pink? You used these, didn’t you?”

M. C. nodded. “Is that bad?”

Kate eyed Al, then M. C. again. “Red is for
passion. Pink brings true love. Honestly, Mary Catherine, what were
you thinking?”

Again M. C. shrugged. “Mostly about The
Three Musketeers” she muttered. “It was on TV.”

Kate frowned. “Well, that explains it. You
wanted protection. You got yourself a protector—in exactly the form
you were envisioning.” She rolled her eyes, shook her head.
“Goddess preserve us from neophyte witches.”

“I am not a witch,” M. C. said flatly.

“I think Alexandre would disagree with you
there.”

Al looked up at the mention of his name.
He’d been sitting, pretty much ignoring them. But now he seemed to
straighten his spine as he got to his feet and came forward. “Can
this...this spell be reversed?”

Aunt Kate looked at the book again, drumming
her painted fingernails on the page. “I think so. It will take some
research, but...”

“Well, that’s just great,” M. C. muttered.
“Meanwhile, I’m right back where I started, with the biggest
criminal in seven states out to do me in.”

Kate blinked. Al gaped at her. M. C.
realized she hadn’t told either of them just how much trouble she
was in. Nor had she intended to. She wasn’t a whiner, and she
certainly didn’t want to drag either of them into this mess.
“Forget I said that. It’s nothing I can’t handle. Go on, Aunt Kate.
Figure a way to send Al back where he belongs.”

Kate tilted her head. “I can’t do that, M.
C. The only one who can reverse your spell is you. I can help,
but—”

“Non!”

At his declaration, Kate and M. C. both
turned toward Al in surprise. “Whaddya mean, no? You have to go
back,” M. C. said.

He stared straight into her eyes, and his
were very dark, very deep. If it weren’t for the long, crimp-curled
hair, pointy beard, and stupid hat, she thought, the guy might
actually be attractive.

“I am a Musketeer,” he said, still holding
her with his penetrating stare. “You brought me here to help you,
Lady Hammer, and help you I shall.”

Lowering her eyes, she shook her head. “It’s
not like there’s much you could do, Al.”

When she looked up again, he wore a knowing
smile. “You know very little about what I can do, pretty one.
Besides, no Musketeer would leave a lady in this situation. This
criminal...he means to murder you, non?” She shrugged, and
Al shook his head. “I will stay,” he said firmly. “And when I’ve
dispatched the villain, only then will I allow you to send me
back...if you can.”

Sighing heavily, M. C. lifted her chin.
“What do you plan to do, Al? Challenge him to a sword fight? Look,
I know you think you’re some kind of superman, and maybe you are,
in your own time. But you wouldn’t stand a chance against this guy.
He has weapons you haven’t even imagined. Machine guns, and a dozen
goons to do his bidding. You couldn’t begin to—”

“Enough!” Al spun around, putting his back
to her, arms crossed at his chest.

“Now you’ve gone and insulted him.” Aunt
Kate scolded. “I swear, M. C, didn’t your mother teach you a thing
about tact?”

M. C. threw her hands in the air. “I’m just
trying to keep him alive, for crying out loud!” He didn’t face her.
He tapped his foot on the floor, waiting, she figured. She cleared
her throat, moved closer, put her hand on his shoulder. “I
apologize, Al. I didn’t mean to insult you or question
your...abilities. I just...well, hell, I dragged you here by
mistake, and I feel bad enough about that already. If you go and
get killed, I’ll never be able to live with myself.”

“And if I return, leaving you behind, never
to know whether this…goon person succeeds in taking your life… I
would not be able to live with myself, chérie.”

She nodded. “I guess I can understand
that.”

Slowly he turned to face her again. “It is a
question of honor, Lady. I cannot leave you to face a killer alone.
It is that simple.”

M. C. tore her gaze from his and sought
assistance in Aunt Kate. Kate sighed, shaking her head. “You won’t
be very successful in sending him back if he doesn’t want to go.
Besides, there are consequences to working magic on people against
their will, Mary Catherine. It just isn’t done.”

Lowering her head in defeat, M. C.
surrendered. “Okay. You can stay. But”–she looked him over again,
head to toe–“but we’re going to have to give you a makeover. I
mean, the boots are cool, but the rest of this getup…” Kate elbowed
her, and she realized she was on the verge of insulting him yet
again. She cleared her throat. “It would be better if we dressed
you in clothing more typical of what people wear in this day and
age.”

He rubbed his pointed beard thoughtfully. “I
see. Yes, it is obvious people dress…quite differently today.” This
with a disapproving glance at her jeans and T-shirt.

M. C. looked at him with raised eyebrows.
Then she reached up and removed his hat, eyeing the elegant, wavy
locks underneath. “We’ll have to start by chopping off this
hair.”

“His smile was slow and almost…sexy. “No
need.” He reached up and removed the offending hair. “Frankly, my
lady, I find the wig as offensive as you obviously do. I wear it
only when I must.”

“Sort of like me with panty hose,” she said,
grinning. Underneath, his own hair was dark, pulled behind his head
and tied their with a thong. She wondered how long it was, and
impulsively reached around his head to tug the thong away. Then,
without thinking, she ran her fingers through his hair to shake it
loose. But her hands froze in mid-motion as his eyes, darkening,
met hers.

“Maybe we should still cut it,” Aunt Kate
suggested.

Unable to look away, M. C. shook her head.
“No. No, I think it’s…fine/” Why was her voice all hoarse?

“At last, something about me you like,” he
said softly.

Remembering herself, she drew her hands away
from his hair. “You…um…you should shave.”

His dark brows drew closer. “Men of this
time do not wear beards?”

She averted her eyes. “Some do.”

She didn’t look up, but she could hear the
smile in his voice. “But you would prefer to see me without
mine?”

“I really don’t care one way or the other.
It was just a suggestion.” She peered up to see him studying her.
He was entirely too convinced of his own appeal.

“Come, Alexandre,” Aunt Kate said. “I’ll
show you to the bathroom and explain how everything works. M. C.,
while we’re up there, you run next door and ask Mrs. Johnson to
loan us something for our guest to wear. He looks to b e about Mr.
Johnson’s size.”

Al started up the stairs. M. C. headed for
the door. But before she left, she saw her aunt gazing worriedly at
the red and pink candles on the table, a perplexed frown between
her brows. She shook herself, though, and hurried p the stairs.

M. C. got the clothes, along with a curious
glance from Mr. Johnson, delivered them to her aunt, and then
waited. She spent her time checking the cable listings, thinking
she might be able to give Al a few lessons on life in the new
millennium by letting him watch television tonight and explaining
things as they went along. She figured she’d best get him a gun,
too, and teach him to use it. She really didn’t see how the man was
going to be of any help to her at all. In fact, worse than that, he
was an added burden. Now she had to worry about keeping him alive
as well as protecting her own skin. Hell, things had gone from bad
to worse, and they showed no signs of improving soon.

Aunt Kate cleared her throat, and M. C.
turned, then jumped off the couch as if someone had goosed her.

Al stood at the foot of the stairs. The
faded jeans fit him like a surgical glove, and the T-shirt strained
to contain him. The guy was built like Stallone. Broad chest. Big
shoulders. Biceps to die for.

Even when she could finally drag her eyes
away from his body, she still couldn’t catch her breath. His hair
gleamed, neatly pulled back again. The beard was gone, and
underneath it he looked like...like...he belonged on the big
screen. A leading man to make the actresses’ pulse rates go up.

He smiled then, and M. C.’s stomach
convulsed. The man was absolutely, drop dead gorgeous.

“Oh, dear,” Aunt Kate murmured.

He sent her a puzzled glance, but focused on
M. C. again, moving forward. “Will I blend in now, do you
think?”

“Not in this lifetime,” she muttered,
suddenly conscious of the fact that she hadn’t run a comb through
her tangles in hours. He looked worried. She bit her lip. “You look
great, Al. You really do.” He looked better than great. He looked
like a Grade A hunk with a French accent. He looked like a
Playgirl cover in search of a home. Her throat went dry.

His smile got bigger. “Good. It feels
strange...but comfortable. Far more so than the dress of my day.
Although I see nowhere to fasten my sword.”

She looked across the room to where he’d
left his weapon standing upright in a corner. The ornate hand-guard
glittered and she wondered if it was real gold. “Men don’t carry
swords these days. I thought I’d teach you to use a gun.”

He frowned. “If you’re referring to that
volatile toy you pointed at me earlier, I think not. A sword and my
own wit are all I need.”

“But the men we’re up against will have
guns, Al. And—”

“You can carry all the...guns...you
need, my lady Hammer. For me, my rapier will be sufficient.”

She clenched her jaw. “You’re very stubborn,
you know that?”

He only smiled.

“It’s autumn,” Aunt Kate commented. “We’ll
get him a longish coat to wear, and no one will notice the sword at
all. It’s not a big deal.”

“It will be a big deal if he gets a
forty-four-caliber hole blown through that magnificent chest of
hi—” She cut herself off, bit her lip.

Al moved forward until they were standing
very close to each other, nose to...magnificent chest. “Something
else about me that meets with your approval, non?”

“I’m only saying I would like to keep you in
one piece, you arrogant, feather-hatted, Don Juan wanna-be.”

“Ah. All the same, I am glad you find
my...chest to be...magnifique, Lady Hammer. And I
promise...I will remain in one piece, for you.”

She swallowed hard, and told herself she was
not the sort of woman who would respond to such outrageous,
ego-based flirting. So why were her knees so weak?

“You can’t keep calling me Lady Hammer,
either,” she said.

“What shall I call you then?” He touched her
chin with a forefinger, lifting her head slightly so he could
search her eyes. “Sorceress? Enchantress? La Belle
Femme?”

“M. C. will be fine,” she rasped.

“It does not suit you. I will call you Mary
Catherine, as your aunt does. A lady as beautiful as you are
deserves a name equally so.”

Her throat was dry.

“Did the women of your time really fall for
these lines, Al? I know perfectly well that I look like hell.”

His fingertips brushed a curl from her
cheek. “If this is what hell looks like, my lady, then I shall
resolve to sin far more often.”

Her cheeks heated. She couldn’t believe it.
She was blushing!

Beyond him. Aunt Kate sighed heavily,
snatched up the pink and red candles, and tossed them into the
garbage pail.


Chapter Four

 


M. C. settled onto the settee beside Al—not
too close, of course—and thumbed the remote. The set came to life,
and Al shot it one startled glance before regaining his calm and
eyeing her instead.

“So, now you will tell me the secret of the
little box with the tiny Musketeers trapped inside,
non?”

She closed her eyes and prayed for patience.
“There are no tiny people inside it, Al. It’s just pretend.” He
cocked one eyebrow at her. “Make-believe,” she said. He still
frowned. “It’s just moving pictures of people in costumes. Like a
play.”

The frown vanished. Wonder replaced it, and
he stared again at the set. “But the players...they are so
small.”

“That’s only a picture of the players. They
aren’t really there. See...” She sought an explanation he could
understand, but found none. Then she glanced up when her aunt came
in from another room, carrying her old Polaroid with her.

She handed it to M. C. “I can’t find the
digital, but maybe this will help.”

“Perfect. Sit still, Al.” She pointed the
camera at him and pressed the button. He jumped to his feet when
the flash went off, then rubbed his eyes. “Sorry about that,” she
said. She took the photo the camera spit into her hand and watched
it, waiting. In a few moments the image came clear. Al, looking
like some lonely woman’s fantasy come to life. Every inch the
modern-day hunk. He didn’t look a thing like a Musketeer now in his
jeans and T-shirt. He could fool anyone—until he opened his
mouth.

But what an attractive mouth it was.

Stop that!

She lifted her gaze from the photo, only to
encounter the real thing, staring at her curiously. “Here,” she
said. “See? This is called a camera, and it takes pictures of
people. Look.”

He took the photo from her hand, then
blinked down at it. “This...this amazes me.”

“It’s a photograph,” she told him. “A
similar kind of machine takes moving pictures of actors, and then
the pictures are sent into the television set for our
entertainment. Understand?”

Again he looked at the screen. Finally, he
nodded, still staring. “And what sort of play is this?” he asked,
pointing.

M. C. took the photo from him, tucked it
into her back pocket, and then glanced toward the TV. “Oh, that’s
just a game. Two teams competing to see which wins. It’s called
football. Waste of time, really.” The camera cut to a group of
cheerleaders. Al gaped and nearly fell on the floor. M. C. snatched
up the remote and changed the station. “Here’s a movie. A story,
you see? If we watch together, I can explain things to you as we go
along, and maybe you’ll understand the modern world better.”

“What...what sort of...story?” he asked, his
gaze riveted to the screen as the opening credits of
Casablanca scrolled past.

M. C. sighed as she always did when Bogie
was nearby.

“A love story. Sit down, Al. Relax. This is
a terrific movie.”

“A terrific old movie,” Aunt Kate
said, shaking her head. “Surely you don’t expect him to learn about
the modern world by watching this?”

“Sssh! It’s starting.” M. C. sat down again,
thumbing the volume up a few notches.

Kate rolled her eyes. “He should be getting
some rest. It’s late and—”

“Aunt Kate, go on up to bed. Al and I will
be fine.”

Kate eyed her. “Star Trek is showing
on channel 12.” She said it without much hope in her voice. M. C.
ignored her. “Indiana Jones is on 26...or maybe the late
news would be—”

M. C. sent her aunt a quelling glare.

“I found the...er...ball of foot game to be
interesting,” Al suggested.

M. C. looked at him with raised brows, then
turned to her aunt. “He’s becoming a modern guy already.” She got
to her feet, pointing at Al with a decisive forefinger. “You are
going to sit here and watch Casablanca. And you,” she said,
turning to Aunt Kate, “are going up to bed before you fall asleep
on your feet.”

Kate put her hands on her hips. “And what
are you going to do, young lady?”

M. C. smiled. “Make popcorn. What else?”

She sauntered into the kitchen to do just
that, and when she returned, Al was alone, riveted to the TV
screen, Aunt Kate having finally surrendered and gone to bed.

Al dug into the popcorn with delight, and M.
C. explained the film as it went along. The cars, the guns, the
airplanes, the war. But when it ended, Al turned to her in
confusion.

“He let her go,” he said, shaking his
head.

M. C. sniffed and rubbed at her eyes. “I
know. It’s a beautiful story, isn’t it?”

“Beautiful?” He searched her face. “But you
are crying! I thought you said this was not real! Make-believe,
non?”

“Of course it’s make-believe.” She averted
her face, rubbing the tears from her lashes briskly.

“Then...why do you cry?”

“Because it’s so sad!”

“And yet you love it all the same? Though it
makes you cry to see it?”

She nodded. Al frowned. “You are a foolish
woman, Mary Catherine. And that...that story is foolish as well. He
should not have let her go.”

M. C. tilted her head and studied Al’s face.
“Well, I’ll be... You were as moved by the film as I was, weren’t
you?”

“Non!” he said. “I told you, it was
foolish. He loved her. He should have taken her away with him and
let the war be damned.”

He said it with such passion that she found
herself staring at him in surprise. “You feel pretty strongly about
it, hmm?”

Al nodded hard, then met her eyes. “Nothing
is more important than love, lady. Not war, nor peace, nor
marriage. Nothing.”

Lowering her gaze, she said, “You sound as
if you’ve been in love yourself.”

Al shook his head slowly, but his gaze
remained riveted to her face. “I have known many women, ma
belle, but I have not loved. Some of them...claimed to love me,
but it was my position, my sword, not me. The romantic image of the
Musketeer. One day, I will find a woman who will love the man,
rather than the colors he wears and the rapier he wields.”

“I’ll bet you will,” she said softly.

He nodded, more gently this time. “And when
I do, chérie, I will not let her go the way your foolish
Rick of the magic box did. I will fight for her. I will die for
her. I will even...even surrender my sword for her.”

She blinked, amazed at the way her heart
tripped at his words.

“You think I am foolish,” he said, lowering
his eyes.

“I think,” she said, “that this woman...will
thank her lucky stars.”

He smiled, and handed her the remote.
“Another play,” he said.

“Aren’t you tired?”

Staring deeply into her eyes, he said, “I am
more awake than I have ever been, ma petite.”

She felt her cheeks heating, so she averted
her face, focusing on the TV screen. She didn’t think she’d ever
met a more hopeless romantic in her life. Who’d have guessed the
French flirt was really such a softy? “Oh, here’s one. This time
you’ll get to see what I do for a living as well as learn about
life now a days.” He frowned as she punched the buttons and turned
to pay-per-view, and started One For The Money.

Alexandre was amazed at the strength and
independence of the woman on the screen, and slowly realized that
Mary Catherine was like her. He had no idea how to deal with such a
woman. And yet, as the film progressed he understood better the
kind of danger she must be facing.

When it ended, he turned to M. C. “Like the
woman, you feel you have no need of a man to protect you,
non?”

“Right,” she said. And she said it
firmly.

“Yet, you must have been afraid. For you
sought help from the book of magic.”

She shrugged her small shoulders. “I...was
only playing around. I didn’t expect it to really work...certainly
didn’t expect a Musketeer to show up.”

She smiled, and as it had before, her smile
touched him on some very deep level. Made his stomach clench tight
like a fist.

“I think you were afraid. Are you still,
Mary Catherine?”

She lowered her lids to hide her eyes, and
he knew she was. But thought herself too strong to admit it.

“Tell me about this trouble you are in,” he
said.

Nodding again, she began. And when she had
told him all of it, he found himself amazed at her cleverness in
having eluded her pursuers for as long as she had. At disguising
herself and escaping even as they watched her every move. She was
truly an unusual woman. Unlike any he’d known.

“You do not have to go back,” he suggested.
“You could go far away, leave this...this evidence behind.”

“I can’t do that,” she said. “Guido de Rocci
is a killer, Al. If I don’t put him away, he’s just going to hurt
someone else. I can’t let that happen.”

He stared at her for a very long moment.
“Finally, something about you I understand,” he said softly.

“Do you?”

He nodded. “It is...a matter of honor, is it
not?”

She stared at him thoughtfully for a long
moment. “Yeah,” she said. “I guess it is.”

“Then I shall help you to retrieve this
evidence.”

She blinked as if surprised. “But how? I
told you, they’re watching the bank. Oh, they might let me get in
and grab the tape, but there’s no way I’ll get out of there once I
have it.”

“Oui, they are watching. But they are
watching for you, Lady Hammer. Not me.”

Her brows bunched together, creasing her
forehead. “Not... you?”

“I shall go into this...this bank, and
retrieve the tape for you. It is simple, non?”

Her frown eased. “It sounds simple.”
Then she caught her lower lip in her teeth, shaking her head
slowly. “So why do I have the feeling it won’t be?”

“You worry for nothing, ma chérie. I
am a Musketeer. This is only a small task, and barely worthy of my
skills.”

She thought for a long moment, even got to
her feet and paced the floor. But finally she turned to him and
nodded. “All right, we’ll try it. But you have to understand, Al,
it’s going to be dangerous.”

“I am not unfamiliar with danger, Mary
Catherine.”

She searched his face. But he got the
feeling she didn’t quite believe him. “You’d better get some sleep.
Tomorrow’s going to be a big day, and you’ll need to be on your
toes.”

He frowned at the unusual turn of phrase. “A
wise suggestion,” he finally said.

“Come on, I’ll take you to the bedroom.” She
reached for his hand, quite without thought, he was certain. But
when his closed around hers, he felt the shudder that worked
through her. And more. The warmth of that small hand nestled within
his larger one. The pull of a longing that seemed to well from
somewhere deep inside him. The tingle of an attraction more
powerful than any he’d known. And he realized then what she
wanted.

“There is one thing I must tell you, lady,
before I rest.”

She tugged her hand gently, but he only drew
it to his lips and kissed its silken flesh before finally releasing
her. “Go...go ahead,” she said, but her voice trembled just as her
hand had when his lips had caressed it.

He sighed. “I am a Musketeer, and as of this
moment, my mission is to protect you. and to see to it that your
pursuers are dealt with. This is my task, Mary Catherine, and until
it is done, it is where all my attention must lie.”

She tilted her head to one side. “I’m not
sure what you’re getting at.”

He nodded. “I am being unclear. What I am
saying is that as long as I am your protector, I cannot make love
to you.”

She blinked twice, and then her eyes opened
wide. “Wh-what?”

“I am sorry, ma chérie. It is a part
of my personal code of conduct, you see. I cannot be distracted,
even for a moment. Not until you are safe, and my task
complete.”

She gaped for a moment. Then snapped her jaw
shut. “Of all the nerve! I swear, Al, I’ve never met a more
conceited, cocksure, arrogant—”

He surged to his feet, and in one smooth
motion swept her into his arms, dipped her backward, and bent over
her to kiss her mouth, because he knew how badly she wanted him to.
She went stiff in his arms, but as he worked her lips with his, her
body melted, and her mouth relaxed, and he made love to her with
his tongue until she trembled all over.

Then he straightened, careful not to release
her until he was sure she wouldn’t fall. Her eyes were wide and
glassy, her breaths quick and short. “Do not be angry with me,
pretty one. I, too, find it difficult to wait. But for now, you
must go to your chamber alone, and I will rest here...and dream of
the time when my job is done and I can give you what we both
desire.”

Her faced flushed, still panting, she
clenched her fists and glared at him. “The only thing I
desire, Al, is to get this tape to the police, Guido de
Rocci behind bars, and you back in your own time and out of my life
for good. Understand?”

He smiled very gently. “Oui, ma
petite. I understand. perfectly.”

She made a growling sound like that of a
lion about to spring, then whirled and stomped away from him and up
the stairs to her room. Alone, and angry at him for denying her. He
lowered his head, shaking it slowly. Poor petite. It
frustrated him as well. And for the first time, Alexandre was
tempted to forgo honor, deny his own code, and give in to the
rapture he would find in her arms.

But no. He was a Musketeer.

He laid his rapier beside the settee within
easy reach, and curled onto the cushions for a night he was certain
would provide little rest.


Chapter Five

 


She didn’t sleep well. Her rest consisted of
punching her pillow, and wishing it were Al’s gorgeous face—that
and wondering why the hell she’d reacted to his kiss the way she
had.

He was arrogant, all too sure of himself,
lecherous, and infuriating.

But he kissed like he’d been born to it.

And she reacted like a woman too long
without a man. That was all there was to it, she decided. It wasn’t
him, it was her own unplanned celibacy that had her hormones raging
when he touched her. She’d never been good at choosing men. Every
time she got involved, the guy turned out to be a loser, and so
she’d decided to avoid the opposite sex entirely. That had been
over a year ago. She guessed her body had its own opinion on the
subject.

So maybe she should try again. But not with
Al. Absolutely not with Al.

Why not?

Hell. He was too sure of himself, too
old-fashioned, probably to the point of being chauvinistic, and he
was going back where he came from just as soon as all of this was
over.

And that, she realized, was the heart of the
matter. He was going back, and there was no sense in her forming
some sick attachment to him in the meantime. No sense at all.

All morning M. C. and Aunt Kate helped Al
practice the role he was about to play. They talked him through it
over and over again. Waiting for his turn in line, what he’d say to
the teller at the window, how they’d take him into another room
where he’d insert his key into the box and the banker would insert
hers. He’d memorized everything from the box number to the fact
that he must address the teller as Mr. or Ms. rather than “my
lady,” or “ma chérie.”

M. C. believed she’d thought of
everything.

Before noon, he seemed ready. Aunt Kate had
run into town to buy him a dark-colored trench coat that reached to
mid-shin, since he was so damned insistent on wearing his sword.
She’d also had a copy of the safe deposit box key made. M. C.
thought it best, just in case, and she put the extra key in her
jeans pocket where she could get at it in a hurry if she needed to.
Despite Al’s protests, they’d managed to talk him into wearing the
Kevlar vest that M. C. had practically lived in for the past few
days. And in spite of his objections, Mary Catherine was going to
be waiting right outside the bank to back him up if all hell broke
loose.

Her stomach was churning when all was
finally ready and she got into Aunt Kate’s car to drive back to
Newark. She was forgetting something. She was sure of it.

Al, on the other hand, was far less
concerned about the job at hand than he was about their mode of
transportation. He eyed the car warily before getting in, then took
his passenger seat looking a bit pale.

“It’s perfectly safe, Al,” M. C. assured
him. “Put your seat belt on.” When he frowned at her, she
demonstrated by fastening her own. Lips tight, he pulled the belt
around him, and snapped it.

“Good,” she said, and then turned the
key.

The motor came to life, and M. C. shifted
into gear and pulled onto the street. Al’s hand gripped her knee,
and for once, she was certain it wasn’t a come-on. His
knuckles were white, and the pressure pretty intense. She closed
her hand over his. “Easy, Al. There’s nothing to this, I
promise.”

He met her eyes and seemed unsure. “We are
traveling very quickly, are we not?”

She glanced at the speedometer. “I’m going
thirty. We’re practically crawling.”

Another car approached, and Al looked up
fast, eyes widening. “Watch out, lady!”

His shout startled her so much that she
jammed the brakes and came to an abrupt stop in the middle of the
quiet street. The other car passed, its driver sending her an odd
look. M. C. shook her head, glancing in the mirror and thanking her
stars that no one was behind her. She’d have been rear-ended for
sure.

Sighing, she turned to Al. “Look, Al, I’ve
been driving for over a decade now. Will you relax? Please?”

He closed his eyes slowly. “Forgive me,” he
said. “You must think me very cowardly.”

She shook her head slowly. “I think you’re
only about half as nervous as I’d be in your shoes. Listen, Al,
this is going to get worse. Once we hit the highway we’ll be going
a lot faster, and there are going to be lots of other cars on the
road with us. Are you going to be okay with this?”

He licked his lips, nodding slowly. “It is
just so new and strange to me.”

“I know. You’ll get used to it, I promise.
Look, do you trust me?”

He stared into her eyes for a long moment.
“Oddly enough, Mary Catherine, I do. It is good, non? Since
I am placing my life in your hands?”

She smiled. “I’m an excellent driver.”

The blast of a horn made Al jump out of his
skin and whirl around. M. C. glanced back to see a car behind them.
She let off the brake, pressed on the accelerator, and got
moving.

By early afternoon, they were back in
Newark, and she thought it was a good thing Al had been given
several hours to get used to traveling by car before facing the
city traffic. What a mess. At any rate, he’d calmed down a lot.
Enough so that he was now asking questions about how the car
worked, and whether he could try driving it himself. The very
thought had her almost as nervous as he’d been when he’d first got
into the thing.

She parked a block away from the bank. Her
hat and sunglasses were firmly back in place now, and she wore her
leather jacket like a shield. “That’s the bank, over there,” she
said. “You won’t have to cross any streets. That’s a lesson in
itself around here. I’ll stay here, where I can keep an eye on you
in case anything goes wrong. Okay?”

“Yes, fine. I know what to do.” He glanced
around, his nervousness gone, every bit the protector now. “Do you
see any of your enemies about?”

She dragged her eyes from Al and looked
around. Then she nodded. “That dark sedan with the tinted glass,
right across from the bank. That’s one of Guido’s goons inside
it.”

Al spotted the car and nodded. “Perhaps you
should await me elsewhere,” he suggested. “You’ll be alone,
unprotected while I retrieve the tape.”

“Not quite unprotected,” she said, and she
took out her gun, then gave the cylinder a spin. “He comes near me,
he’ll wish he hadn’t.”

“I still don’t like leaving your side, Mary
Catherine, with one of them so close.”

“He doesn’t know this car, and he can’t
possibly recognize me from there. Go on, Al. Get the tape. It’s the
only way to end this thing.”

Sighing heavily, he nodded. “I will be as
fast as possible, my lady.” He fiddled with the door handle for a
minute, finally made it work, and started to get out without
undoing the seat belt. It tugged him back down, and M. C. reached
over to release it for him. Impulsively, she touched his shoulder.
“Be careful, Al.”

“Do not worry,” he said, then he smiled at
her and got out, striding purposefully toward the bank in his long
dark coat, looking this way and that all the way there.
Inconspicuous, he definitely was not. At least his sword didn’t
show.

His sword. It was at that precise moment
that M. C. realized what it was she’d forgotten. This bank had been
robbed six times in the past two years. As a result it had been
equipped with metal detectors at the entrances and airport-like
X-ray machines. “Oh, hell!” She had to stop him. But she’d never
get inside with her gun. Quickly she pulled it from her jeans and
jammed it under the front seat.

She jumped out of the car and ran toward the
bank to stop Al, but he was already heading through the entrance.
By the time she got to the door, a security guard was guiding Al to
the X-ray machine and asking him to walk through it. She shoved the
door open, lunged inside, saw the X-ray guy’s eyes bug out as he
looked at the screen, and then saw three security guards pull their
weapons and head for Al, even as he reached for his sword.

“Al, no!” she shouted. Too late. In a flash
the weapon was in his hand, whipping to and fro like lightning. The
guards’ guns sailed from their hands as if they’d sprouted wings.
The bank’s alarm shrieked like a banshee, and Al smiled, his eyes
gleaming as he held the guards at bay. He was enjoying this,
she realized in disbelief.

He backed past her toward the door, glanced
her way briefly, and inclined his head. Then he was gone, out the
door with the guards in hot pursuit. Already she could hear
approaching sirens. She looked outside to see the dark sedan
pulling slowly away from the bank. No doubt Guido’s goon had a
record and didn’t want to be caught within a mile of a bank
robbery. She looked up and down the street for Al, and caught sight
of him as he leapt nimbly from the sidewalk to the hood of a parked
car, swung his sword in an elegant arc to fend off his pursuers,
and then leapt off the other side. She should go after him, she
thought; she should help him.

But he’d all but told her to go after the
tape. And she could always bail him out of jail—or the loony bin,
where he’d more likely end up—later.

Poor Al. She hoped the cops didn’t shoot
first and ask questions later. She knew she’d belter hurry. He’d
never survive without her.

Quickly she went up to a frightened teller.
“I know this is a bad time,” she said, “but this is truly an
emergency. My life is in danger unless I get into my safe deposit
box right this minute.”

“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “But in the
middle of all this, I can’t possibly—”

“Please. I’m not kidding you, I could be
killed if you don’t help me.”

The woman searched M. C.’s face, frowning.
Then nodded. “All right. But... be discreet. I could lose my job
for this.”

“Thank you.”

Within a few minutes, M. C. had the tape.
Getting out of the bank with the cops there questioning people
proved to be another challenge. But she found herself pausing to
eavesdrop as she overheard the guards who had returned from the
chase, telling their story to the police.

“The man was insane,” one said. “Some kind
of acrobat or something.”

“Look what he did to my uniform!” said
another, fingering the neat slash across the front of his shirt.
“He coulda killed me.”

“No way,” a third commented. “He was too
good. If he’d wanted to kill you, you’d be dead.”

“Man, I never saw anything like it. He
ducked into an alley, and we thought we had him cornered. But then
he jumped onto a Dumpster and did a backflip right over the fence.
And he wasn’t even winded!”

Poor Al. Out there, being pursued like a fox
by hounds, in an unfamiliar city. But she shook her head in wonder
at the way he’d handled himself. She almost wished she could have
seen it.

She tucked the tape into her pocket and
sidled over toward the group of customers who’d already been
interviewed. Briefly she thought about handing the tape to one of
the cops on the scene, but it was too risky. If he were honest,
he’d insist on taking her with him to the station, and that would
leave Al alone on the run. If he were less than honest... She knew
full well that there were several cops on Guido de Rocci’s payroll,
and it would be just her luck to pick one of them.

No, she wasn’t handing this evidence over to
anyone other than the top guy. The D.A. himself. But first, she had
to find and rescue her self-appointed bodyguard before he got
himself killed.

A cop gave the group of customers the okay
to leave, and she slipped out with them. Then she ducked her head
and pulled her cap lower as the dark sedan passed slowly by.
Circling the block like a damned hungry shark. She couldn’t walk
around searching for Al. Not yet. She had to get to the car. She’d
drive around looking for him. It would be safer that way. At least
she could make a run for it if they recognized her.

The guy in the sedan passed her, and did a
double take. Oh, hell. He was picking up a cell phone now. She
walked faster. She was nearly to her aunt’s beat-up Buick when a
second dark car pulled to a stop at the corner just beyond it. A
man got out. Suit, sunglasses. Damn.

She ran for the car as the thug came toward
her on the sidewalk, his hand reaching inside his tailored Italian
jacket. She thought of her own gun, tucked under the front seat of
the car. Hell. Almost there. She grabbed the door handle.

A hand gripped her arm, spun her around, and
she stood face-to-face with Guido de Rocci himself. The barrel of a
handgun jammed into her belly, and she held her breath.

“The tape,” he rasped. “Hand it over, or
die.”

“I gave it to the cops already, de Rocci.
And I hope they fry your ass.”

“You’re a liar,” he said. “Hand it
over.”

She met his shaded eyes and simply shook her
head. “Shoot me and those cops will be all over you like ugly on an
ape, pal. From the feel of it, I’d say there’s no silencer on that
piece of yours.”

“Oh, I’m not going to shoot you, Miss
Hammer. Not here, at least.” He tugged her away from the Buick,
just as the other car came to a halt in the street beside it. And
she knew if they got her into that vehicle it would be all over.
She closed her eyes and prayed for a miracle.


Chapter Six

 


The miracle she was praying for appeared.
Guido de Rocci stood on the sidewalk, facing the street, holding
her pressed up against her aunt’s Buick, his gun jabbing into her
belly. His goons in their dark sedan had pulled to a stop in the
street beside the Buick.

When de Rocci suddenly stiffened, she didn’t
know why. Until she looked downward. Al crouched comfortably on the
sidewalk behind the man, and the tip of his sword nestled at the
base of Guido’s spine.

“Unhand the lady,” Al said softly. And his
eyes glittered.

He was smart, her Musketeer. The guys in the
car couldn’t even see him down there. The oversized Buick blocked
him from their view.

Guido didn’t move.

“Release her, man, or I’ll run you through!”
Al put a little more pressure on the sword, and Guido flinched.

“Okay, okay.” He let his grip on M. C. go,
but still kept the gun in her belly.

“Now tell your men to drive away.” Again Al
shoved the sword.

Guido grunted, and his jaw went tight. But
he nodded to his goons. “Take one more turn around the block.”

The dark sedan moved slowly away. But M. C.
still didn’t relax. Tough to relax with the barrel of a .44 in your
gut.

“Very good, sir,” Al said, and he got to his
feet as soon as the other car was out of sight. “Now, put your gun
down, and perhaps I shall let you live.”

“You’re some kind of lunatic. I can blow the
broad away with no more than a twitch of my finger, pal, so put
your blade down or she’s history.”

“If you shoot her, the soldiers from the
bank will come running,” Al said.

“Soldiers? What the hell are you, nuts?”

At that precise moment, one of the cops
leaving the bank stepped out, glanced their way, and pointed right
at Al. Several others followed as he came running, shouting that
he’d spotted the suspect. The commotion took Al’s attention away
from Guido for the briefest instant, and Guido whirled on him, gun
raised.

With barely a sideways glance. Al flicked
his sword, almost carelessly, and the gun flew from de Rocci’s hand
and skittered across the sidewalk. Then Al backhanded the mob boss,
and sent Guido sprawling.

The creep reached for his gun, even as M. C.
was yanking the car door open and snatching up her own. She aimed
it at his head. “Lie still, you slug. Al, get in. Quick!”

The cops ran closer, reaching for their
weapons now. Al dove into the car, clambered into the passenger
seat, and pulled M. C. in behind him. She slammed the door, turned
the key, and laid rubber, cutting into traffic and drawing a half
dozen horn blasts and hand gestures on the way.

Moments later, she heard the sirens. Hell,
she was being chased by half the cops in Newark, and probably half
the mob hit men as well. Traffic was bad. Almost at a standstill up
ahead. She glanced at Al. He stared back, looking worried. And then
she smiled and jerked the wheel. She laid on the horn as the car
bumped over the curb and onto the sidewalk. People scattered like
autumn leaves in front of a strong wind. She took out a few parking
meters, but figured it was them or the pedestrians. She swung left,
the wrong way down a one-way street, but the fastest route away
from the city. By the time she emerged on a side road, she’d lost
them. Lost them!

“Hot damn, I’m good,” she said, and slowed
the car down to keep from attracting notice, turning onto less and
less traveled streets until she was completely away from the
city.

Al didn’t answer. She looked his way, and
saw how pale he was. Looked as if he might lose his lunch, too.
“You okay, Al?”

He swallowed hard, and nodded. “Of course,”
he said. “The question is, are you?” The dazed expression left his
eyes, and they filled instead with concern as he scanned her face.
“Did that brute harm you, Mary Catherine?”

“No. But he would have.” She drew a deep
breath and prepared to eat crow. “You were...pretty incredible back
there, Al. I didn’t think you’d stand a chance against de Rocci and
his gun-toting goons. I mean, with nothing but that sword. But
you...” She shook her head and sighed. “You saved my butt, Al. I
owe you one.”

He looked away, almost as if he were
embarrassed by her praise. “It is what I came here to do,” he said.
“And what I have spent most of my life doing. You should not be so
surprised.”

She nodded. “My mistake. I suppose a guy who
fights for a living learns a few things along the way.”

“You suppose correctly.”

She reached over to touch his shoulder. “I’m
sorry I doubted you.”

He said nothing. Insulted at her surprise,
she figured.

“Look, Al, I’ve never known a man like you,
okay? I mean, most guys...hell, they aren’t tough like you. They
haven’t needed to be. The world’s too modern. They don’t need to
hunt for food or cut wood for fires or learn to fight. They’ve got
grocery stores and fuel oil and sophisticated weapons. Just aim and
shoot your way out of trouble. Simple. Barely any skill to it. A
trained monkey could do it.”

He finally looked at her. And he was smiling
when he did, which relieved her a little bit. He’d saved her life,
after all. Insulting him was the last thing she’d meant to do.

“It works to my advantage, their
softness.”

“Does it?”

He nodded. “That man seemed to think that
because he had his pistol in hand, he had nothing to fear. He did
not expect me to resist.”

“I guess you taught him a thing or two,” she
said, and she couldn’t help smiling back. “I wish I could have seen
his face when you flicked that sword of yours and sent his gun
sailing. I’ll bet he looked like an air-starved trout.”

Al frowned and tilted his head. “His mouth
was open. And his eyes did seem to bulge a bit.”

Mary Catherine laughed out loud, tipping her
head back. “You’re something, Al. You really are.”

Al nodded, but his expression turned
serious. “It will not be so easy next time,” he said.

M. C. felt her smile die. “You’re right.
He’s not going to underestimate you again.” But then she brightened
and patted her pocket. “But we’re halfway home, Al. I got the
tape.”

Al sent her an approving glance. “I knew you
would. What must we do next, to bring this de Rocci to
justice?”

Mary Catherine licked her lips in thought.
“We have to get the tape to the district attorney. I don’t trust
anyone else. I want to personally put it into his hands. But it
won’t be easy.”

“Nothing worthwhile ever is.”

“You got that right.” She took another turn,
picking up speed. “We’re going to have to ditch the car, Al. De
Rocci’s seen it, and by now the cops have the plate number. Then
we’ll find a place to lay low, call the D.A. and set up a
meeting.”

Al nodded. “A wise course of action,” he
said.

“By the time we get settled in, D.A.
Hennesey will be out of his office for the night. I doubt his home
phone is listed.” He looked at her curiously, and she clarified.
“We probably won’t be able to reach him until tomorrow.”

“Then our immediate concern is for a safe
place to spend the night,” he said, cutting right to the heart of
the matter.

“Right. We’ll head into the next town, leave
the car at a diner, and call a cab to take us to a motel.”

“A cab?”

“A...car for hire,” she explained.

Al frowned, rubbing his chin. “Would
the...er...police not be able to question the driver of this...cab,
to find out where we’d gone?”

M. C. clapped a hand to her forehead.
“You’re right. Hell, how are we going to get anywhere without a
car?”

Al looked at her as if she were sprouting a
second head. “You were right before, Mary Catherine. The modern
world has made things far too easy.”

Al kept it to himself, but he’d been as
amazed by Mary Catherine’s strength as she had been by his ability.
Any other woman he’d known would have been in tears, become
paralyzed with fear, or simply fainted away, had she found herself
in a similar situation. A lowlife manhandling her, a weapon pressed
to her tender belly. But Mary Catherine had defied the dog,
insulted him, refused to cower.

She was, quite simply, amazing.

He suggested she drive far from the city,
into as rural an area as the modern world had to offer. And instead
of “ditching” her aunt’s contraption, whatever that meant, he’d
persuaded her to trust its care to a farmer. Indeed, he’d managed
to talk the kind man into letting them rent a pair of horses for
the night, leaving the car as a sort of collateral to ensure their
return.

The man’s eyes had widened when Al had
offered him a handful of gold coins in exchange for the use of his
horses. He’d examined them carefully, while M. C. had elbowed
Alexandre in the rib cage.

When he looked her way, she whispered,
“Those coins are probably worth a fortune, Al!”

“Nonsense. ‘Tis a pittance.”

“Not in this day and age. If you have any
more, hold on to them, for heaven’s sake.”

He shrugged, quite befuddled. But the man
pocketed the coins, grinning hugely, and was only too happy to
comply when Alexandre asked him to keep the car in his barn
overnight. To protect it from the elements, he said, though his
true motive was to keep it from prying eyes.

He thought he’d done quite well, until the
fanner led two graying, swaybacked mares from his barn, decked out
in worn saddles and bridles whose straps were split with age.

“Are these the only two you have?” Alexandre
asked, running a hand along one horse’s neck and feeling the matted
coat in dire need of grooming.

“ ‘Fraid so,” the man said. “Take ‘em or
leave ‘em.”

“Er...Al?”

Alexandre shook his head at M. C, then
addressed the man. “Perhaps I shall give you more coin upon our
return. So that you can purchase some oats for these animals, and
perhaps a brush.”

The man frowned, unsure about whether he’d
just been insulted, but unwilling to let the possibility of more
gold slip by him. Finally he nodded. “That’d be real kind of you,
mister.”

Alexandre nodded. “Then I shall, provided
you keep all of this to yourself. The lady and I do not wish to be
disturbed tonight”

The farmer smiled widely, and winked. “Mum’s
the word.”

“Al,” M. C. said, and she tugged on his long
coat this time. He turned to her. “We’ll only be needing one
horse,” she told him. “Unless you want to see me fall on my
butt”

Alexandre frowned. “You do not ride?”

“Never have. And won’t start now if we have
a choice.”

“A choice, my lady, is one thing we do not
have. I shall teach you. Fear not.”

She tugged him aside, her voice low. “Al, I
mean it. I don’t want a horse all to myself. Can’t I just ride with
you?”

His heart tripped over itself. So it was his
closeness she craved, even still, after all she’d been through
today. He stroked her hair and fought the desire rising like a tide
within him. “I’d like nothing better than to hold you close to me
in the saddle, sweet one. But I’ve already explained why that
cannot be. Not yet,” he added, lest she think he did not return her
ardor.

Her jaw dropped. She closed it. “Get over
yourself, Al. I’m scared to ride one of these smelly beasts all by
myself, and that’s all there is to it!”

He smiled slightly and nodded. “Of course
you are. You, a woman who stands face-to-face with an armed
blackguard, and looks him in the eye without a trace of fear. Of
course you’re afraid of an old, plodding horse.”

“But it’s the truth! I am!”

He closed his eyes briefly, the exquisite
agony of self-denial like a firestorm in his gut. “Soon,” he
whispered, leaning closer and looking into her eyes. “It will be
soon, Mary Catherine. And worth every second of waiting. I
promise.”

He held her gaze with his, and saw a gleam
of passion flit into her eyes. But she blinked, hiding it quickly,
looking away. “You’re an arrogant jackass.”

He laughed softly. “Nonetheless, neither of
these mares looks strong enough to carry us both. Much as the
thought of holding you nestled between my thighs with your back
pressed to my chest, and my arms tight around your waist, might
tempt me. I am afraid we have no choice.”

She pressed a hand to her belly, biting her
lip, a little breathless, he thought.

He turned back to the man, nodded his
thanks, and scooped Mary Catherine off her feet and into his arms.
He deposited her gently into the saddle, held her waist until she
seemed to get her balance. It surprised him when she changed
position, moving one leg to the other side so she sat astride,
rather than sidesaddle, but he made no comment as he then bent to
adjust the stirrups for her. A second later, he swung easily onto
his own mount.

Then he turned to her. “Hold to the pommel,
lady, and hand the reins to me.”

She gripped the pommel until her knuckles
were white as Alexandre set his horse into motion at a slow, easy
pace.

“Great,” she muttered. “So I suppose I’m
stuck here on this animal’s back until we get to the nearest motel,
right?”

“Quite wrong, dear lady. We will be far less
likely to be discovered if we make camp in yonder woods. Very deep
in them, I should think.”

“But...but, Al, I’m hungry. We haven’t
eaten. And we don’t have blankets or...or anything.’“

“We have all we need, Mary Catherine.” He
looked back at her, wondering how a woman could be so capable and
yet so utterly helpless at the same time. “Have no fear. I am your
Musketeer, Lady Hammer. I will feed you and keep you warm. On my
sword, I will.”

He saw her pale, and then her throat moved
as if she were trying to swallow and couldn’t.


Chapter Seven

 


 

She had no idea what he was looking for as
they plodded deeper and deeper into the state forest that bordered
the farmer’s property. But he was definitely looking for something.
Scanning the trees, eyeing everything around them, until finally,
he nodded and drew his horse to a halt.

“This will do nicely.”

M. C. looked around. “What will do
nicely?”

“This spot. To make camp.” He dismounted and
walked to her horse, clasped her waist in his big hands, and lifted
her down. As soon as she put weight on her legs, she felt the burn
and pull of muscles she didn’t know she had. Her rear end hurt. Al
saw her wince, and smiled. “No doubt it will be worse in the morn.
If I could have spared you the riding, I would have.”

She shook her head and limped toward a soft
patch of ground to sit. Al led the horses away from her, to a
stream she hadn’t even noticed before, and let them drink. Then he
took an ancient-looking length of rope from one of the saddles,
slicing it neatly in half with a dagger he’d pulled from his boot.
“I’ll picket them nearby, where there’s grass,” he said, and led
the horses farther along the stream’s bank.

M. C. leaned back on her hands and wondered
what she’d got herself into this time. She was stuck here, alone
with Al in the middle of the forest, for the night. Al, who’d
somehow wound up with the idea that she was burning up with lust
for him. Not that he wasn’t attractive. He was. Very. Okay, so he
wasn’t the kind of man she’d toss out of bed for eating crackers,
but he wasn’t her type, either.

She frowned, realizing how little sense that
thought made. Her types—the types she’d usually ended up dating,
way back when she’d still been dating at all—were losers. Oh, they
always seemed okay at first. But then they’d reveal themselves.
There was Mike, who’d kept hitting her up for money. Kevin, who’d
been busted for dealing drugs after their second date. And Tom,
who’d been married. The slug.

And there was Al. A guy who put honor above
everything else, who could handle a sword like some kind of master,
and who was so polite it was sickening. A guy who’d refused to
leave her until he knew she was safe.

Definitely not her type. Al was no
loser.

Problem was, he had to leave. But why was
that so important, anyway? It wasn’t like she was going to go and
fall in love with him or anything. Why not enjoy the guy while he
was here?

He appeared then from the trees, his arms
loaded down with limbs and deadfall. Dropping the pile to the
ground, he shrugged out of his coat and crouched beside it. His
jeans pulled tight to his backside when he crouched like that. And
the black T-shirt he wore clung. He had great arms. Hard. Nice.

M. C. got up, deciding to keep her thoughts
in line by keeping busy with other things. “I’ll help gather wood,”
she said.

“Nonsense, lady. Gathering wood for the fire
is a man’s job.”

Aha. There it was. She’d known there had to
be something wrong with him. No man could be as perfect as he was
beginning to seem to her. He was a chauvinist.

“This is the twenty-first century, Al. There
are no men’s jobs or women’s work anymore. Women in this day and
age can be police officers or firefighters or world leaders if they
want to. And men cook and clean and change diapers.”

He went still, his back to her, still
crouching over the fire he’d begun to lay on a bare spot of ground.
“I have offended you,” he said softly. “I am sorry, Lady Hammer.
Chivalry... is a part of being a man, in my time. It is difficult
to understand how it can have become an insult in only a few
centuries.”

“Chivalry.” She repeated the word.

Sighing deeply, Al resumed piling dried
leaves and twigs, adding larger pieces of wood on top of them.
“Yes. The men of my generation are not fools, Mary Catherine. It
has never been a matter of believing a woman incapable of
doing heavy work. Only a matter of believing she should not have to
do it.”

“I see.”

He straightened, turning to come close to
her, and then dropping to one knee in front of her. “I do not think
you do. In my time, Mary Catherine, we cherished our women. Treated
them as the precious, beloved creatures they are. The only hope for
the continuation of our race, the mothers of our children.” He took
her hand in his, tracing its contours with the tip of a forefinger.
“Look at this hand. Beautiful, delicate...capable, yes, but small
and fragile.” Then he turned their clasped hands over, so his was
on top. “Mine, however, is large, hard, and callused. Rough work,
unpleasant tasks...are beneath a creature as magical as a woman.
She...you...should be adored, treasured—respected as the beautiful
being you are. The mother of mankind. Not asked to bruise this
lovely hand on something as far beneath you as gathering wood.”

She couldn’t breathe. His voice had gone
soft and deep, and it touched nerve endings somewhere inside her
that came to life all at once. Then he brought her hand to his
lips, and kissed it gently. “A woman like you should be given
anything she desires.”

“A-and...what if what she desires is to help
gather firewood?”

He lifted his head away from her hand, but
it tingled where his mouth had touched. Holding her gaze pinned to
his, he smiled slightly. “Then she should gather firewood.”

“You...don’t think I’m too weak for the
job?”

“Weak?” His brows rose. “I’ve never known a
woman with your strength, Mary Catherine. But even the most fragile
female has the ability in her to capture a man’s heart—to bear his
children. Surely the latter task takes far more strength than to
gather branches from the forest floor. More strength, perhaps, than
that of any man.”

“I imagine so.”

“I’ll start the fire,” he told her. “If you
wish to gather more wood, then do so. But if you’d rather rest from
the ride, consider me your humble servant.” He bowed his head.

For just a moment she had the craziest
feeling that she was some kind of queen, and the grass underneath
her a throne. Whoa, what a sensation! She had to concede he wasn’t
exactly a chauvinist. There was, she decided, a difference between
chauvinism and chivalry.

Al rose and returned to his pile of
kindling, pulling a flint stone from his pocket and crouching
again.

Mary Catherine got up and went to crouch
beside him, reaching into her own pocket. “You can put the stone
away, Al. I have something better.”

He eyed the lighter in her hand. “Another
wonder of your modern world?”

“You’re gonna love this,” she said, and she
flicked the lighter. He smiled when a flame appeared. She touched
it to the dried leaves at the base of the pile and watched the
flames lick up at them, catch, and begin to spread to the
kindling.

“Wonderful,” he said.

M. C. sat back on her heels as the fire took
hold, and she began to think that maybe being up here with him all
night wasn’t such a terrible thing.

“So, did you mean all that stuff you said
about women, Al, or is that a line you use to charm them out of
their pantaloons?”

He laughed softly, shaking his head. “I
meant it.”

“You really believe a woman can do just
about anything a man can?”

“Some women,” he said. “You, for
example.”

“That’s good, because I want to ask you to
do something for me. And it might not be the kind of request you’re
used to getting from women.”

He met her eyes, a reflection of the growing
fire dancing deep in his own. “Ask me anything, Mary
Catherine.”

She smiled at him. “Teach me how to use that
sword of yours.”

His eyes opened wide, but then his lips
curved, and he shook his head slowly. “Why should that request
surprise me coming from you? If you wish to learn, Mary Catherine,
I will teach you.”

This night was looking better and
better.

“But first,” he said, “I will find us
something to eat.” He added larger pieces of wood to the fire, then
rose, glancing around the woods. “I saw signs of deer nearby. Also
possum, and quail.”

“Um, I’d rather go hungry than eat a possum,
Al.”

He bowed slightly. “Then I shall not bring
one for your dinner.”

* * *

He didn’t bring her a possum. He brought a
wild turkey big enough to feed a dozen people. M. C. had busied
herself gathering more firewood and making a neat stack of it.
She’d checked on the horses twice, and was beginning to get bored
and more than slightly worried about Al, though she knew she
probably should have known better. Then he showed up with the
turkey. He’d quite chivalrously taken care of the nastier parts of
preparing wild game far away from camp, lest her delicate female
stomach protest.

She was glad of it, too.

This bird he brought was ready for the oven.
Or the campfire, in this case. It didn’t look anything like what
she was used to seeing in the grocery stores or on Thanksgiving
tables. It was skinnier, longer, and not as smooth and shiny.

She was surprised when he began cutting it
up with his dagger. It was stupid of her to have expected him to
roast it whole, she mused; it would have taken half the night. Then
he skewered hunks of meat, and using forked branches to hold them
up, set them to cook over the fire.

Before long the tantalizing aroma had her
stomach growling out loud. He pretended not to notice, but she knew
he had to hear it. Then she wondered why she cared.

He turned the meat until it was done, then
handed her a sizzling, perfectly browned breast portion. One bite
and she was in heaven. “God, this is good,” she mumbled, and ate
some more.

Al seemed equally enamored of his own
helping of turkey. But as M. C.’s stomach got full, her mind turned
to other matters. “Al, how did you get this bird without a
gun?”

He reached down to his boot and withdrew the
dagger. Then replaced it, as if he had answered her question.

“But...you couldn’t just sneak up on the
bird and—”

He shook his head. “The dagger is perfectly
balanced. An excellent throwing blade.”

M. C. blinked. “You threw your knife
at the turkey? And you hit him?”

Al tilted his head. “It would hardly be
worthwhile to throw the dagger and miss him, Mary Catherine.”

“Oh. Well, how practical.” She finished her
meat, licked her fingers, and got to her feet. “So will you show me
how to use the sword now?”

“Of course.” He got up as well, his rapier
dangling from a belt at his waist. He wasn’t wearing the coat now,
so the sword was in plain sight. M. C. stepped forward and reached
for it. Al dodged her, shaking his head. “Non. You must
learn before I entrust you with the actual weapon.”

M. C. frowned at him. “How am I supposed to
learn without a sword?”

“I brought you a... a practice sword,” he
said, and nodded toward the large tree behind her. She saw a long,
narrow stick—a branch with all its twigs and leaves stripped
off—leaning against the massive trunk.

“You want me to use that?”

“For now,” he told her. “Trust me, Mary
Catherine. I have no desire to lose a hand or to see you lose an
eye when you make a misstep. This will be safer.”

“You sound like my mother. ‘You could put an
eye out, Mary Catherine.’ ”

“A wise woman, your mother. It would be a
shame for harm to come to such beautiful eyes.”

She averted her “beautiful” eyes now,
turning to pick up her stick instead of letting him see her blush
yet again.

“They’re like rich brown velvet, you know,”
he went on.

“Or mud,” she replied.

Al chuckled, and it did something wild to
her insides. He had a sexy laugh—she’d give him that much. She
gripped her stick and turned to face him. “So what do I do with
it?”

Al lifted his sword, holding his opposite
hand up in the air behind him. “En garde, my
lady.”


Chapter Eight

 


Wielding a sword was nowhere near as easy as
Al made it look. M. C. discovered that while trying to mimic his
graceful moves with her stick. To her credit, she only whacked him
upside the head twice, but he had a bright red welt to show for it.
Still, he’d kept his patience, and she thought she’d mastered a
move or two by the time they finished.

“Now,” Al said, gently closing his hand on
the hilt of her branch and taking it from her. “Try it with a real
sword.”

She was breathless, and she had no doubt her
face was bright red from exertion—while he stood there as relaxed
as if he’d just been napping. No doubt about it, the guy was in
great shape. She, on the other hand, definitely needed to do more
aerobics. Or something.

He dropped the stick to the ground and
pressed his gleaming sword into her hand. “Like this,” he said,
guiding her fingers around the grip, then covering them with his
own. “Ready?”

She nodded. Al stepped away from her...a
good three feet away, and that made her grin. “How can I fight
without an opponent?”

He smiled back at her, and it made her heart
skip. “For now, your opponent is going to have to be make believe,
ma belle. Imagine Monsieur de Rocci standing before
you.”

M. C. narrowed her eyes. “That should help
immensely. Can I castrate him?”

Al frowned. “You are more bloodthirsty than
I realized.”

“Only for de Rocci,” she said, and she
lifted the sword as he’d shown her. “It’s heavier than the stick,”
she said, then she brought it down in a sweeping arc.

“Bon. Now thrust! Parry! Dodge!
Block!” As he shouted commands, she obeyed, and she couldn’t deny
she felt incredibly powerful wielding the weapon—though not exactly
graceful, nearly tripping over her feet once. Still, when she
finished, he nodded in approval. “You are an excellent student,
Mary Catherine. You learn quickly.”

She nodded, smiling, breathless. “I only
wish you were going to be around longer.” Then she bit her lip. She
hadn’t thought about his leaving lately, but now the idea made her
inexplicably sad. And not just because he wouldn’t be around to
give her lessons.

She actually liked the guy.
Amazing.

“I wish it, too,” he said softly.

“What was your life like before I stole you
away from it. Al?” Her voice was softer than usual, she
realized.

“Ah, my life before.” Did he sound wistful?
“It was a grand adventure, Mary Catherine. To be a Musketeer is
every Frenchman’s dream...or it is in my time. I am respected and
admired, even envied, by everyone I meet.”

A man of stature, she mused. Successful and
in love with his work. “Did you have any family?”

He lowered his eyes. “I was my parents’ only
child. They died of a fever when I was still young, so I was reared
by my uncle, who had served with the Musketeers before he finally
married and settled down. He is gone now too. I have no family. But
then, a Musketeer is better off without one. My life is my work,
you see.”

“And love?”

Shrugging his broad shoulders, Alexandre
smiled. “When love comes, it will become my life. For true
love alone, would I lay down my sword. Until that day comes I am
happy to fight for right and the honor of the king. Each day brings
a new challenge, a new adventure.”

“A new woman...?”

His smile changed to one filled with
mischief. “Sometimes. A warrior never knows which day will be his
last, so he tends to make the most of his nights. But sex is not
love, my Lady Hammer. Those moonlight trysts meant nothing, neither
to me nor to the ladies involved. And I think you are wise enough
to know this.”

She wondered if it would mean anything if
she were “the lady involved.” Then told herself it didn’t
matter. He stepped closer, brushing a damp tendril of hair from her
face. “You are tired now, and it has grown late. We should
rest.”

Her throat went dry. “All right.”

Al stoked the fire, then laid the saddles on
the ground to use as pillows. He put them very close together, she
noticed. Then he picked up his long coat. Stretching out on the
ground, he pulled the coat over him, then held one side up and
looked at her. “Come, Mary Catherine. You know you’ve nothing to
fear.”

“I know,” she said, maybe a tad defensively.
“I’m not afraid.” Or if she was, it wasn’t for the reasons he was
thinking. Lying so close to him all night long—and not touching
him—was going to be a challenge. It wasn’t Al she was worried
about, it was herself. Did women come on to men in his time? What
would he think of her if she—

What was she thinking? He was the one
obsessed with sex, not her. And since he’d vowed not to touch her
until his role as protector was fulfilled, she didn’t have a thing
to worry about.

Did she?

“Mary Catherine?”

His brows were arched as he lay there
waiting for her, looking like a centerfold—except that he had his
clothes on. M. C. sighed and went to him, slid underneath the coat,
and laid her head on the saddle.

“Good night, my lady. Sleep well.”

“ ‘Night, Al,” she said, but she didn’t
think she was going to sleep.

She did. Must have, because when she woke
up, her head was no longer pillowed by the saddle, but by something
far warmer, soft and firm at the same time, and with a much nicer
smell.

She opened her eyes to the brilliance of
dawn, and realized what it was. Al’s chest. And his arms were
wrapped around her, one hand buried in her hair. One of her legs
had decided to rest atop both of his, and her arms were twined
around his waist.

He smelled good. God, he did, and he was so
warm and hard underneath her. She lifted her head, wondering if she
could slip away before he woke. But when she looked at his eyes,
she found them open, staring into hers, a fire burning in their
depths.

“Mon Dieu,” he whispered. “You
are...so beautiful.”

His lips were only inches from hers, and
pulling her closer, like magnets. Drawing her. She didn’t fight it.
She let her mouth be tugged to his until their lips touched. And
then Al’s arms tightened around her, and he kissed her. His mouth
pushed at hers until she opened to him, then his tongue slid inside
to lick and caress. She’d never known her mouth could be such an
erogenous zone. She’d never been kissed like this. Tenderness and
passion at once. She wanted him. It hit her like a bullet between
the eyes. She wanted to make love to this man. Here. Now.

She was practically on top of him now, and
as he continued kissing her, she moved the rest of the way. Her
legs straddled his, and she felt his arousal pressing hard between
them. But then his hands came to her shoulders, and gently, he
lifted her away.

“Never,” he whispered, “has temptation been
so difficult to resist.”

“For me, either.” She leaned forward to kiss
him again, but he held her away.

“Yet resist I must.” He closed his eyes, as
if in pain. “But if desire can kill a man, I’ll not live much
longer.”

“Al, don’t...”

“We mustn’t. It was my vow, long ago—the
code by which I’ve lived. I am your protector until you are safe.
And only that.”

M. C. went stiff, staring down at him in
disbelief. “You’re kidding, aren’t you?”

“If I make love to you now, Mary Catherine,
my thoughts will be of nothing else for days to come. I will be
distracted, even weakened by a desire this fierce, the memory of a
pleasure sweeter than any I’ve known. No...I cannot.”

M. C. rolled off him and got to her feet.
“Fine. That’s just fine with me, Al. I didn’t want to anyway!”

“I have hurt you.” He rose and came to stand
behind her, his hands massaging her shoulders. “Make no mistake,
ma chérie, were it not for my vow, for honor’s sake, I—”

“Oh, to hell with you and your damned
honor.”

She pulled away, busied herself dousing the
dwindling fire, scooping dirt over the coals.

“You do not mean that.”

“Let’s just get out of here, okay? Let’s
just find a phone, call the D.A., and set up the appointment.”

He stood where he was. “This is as difficult
for me as for you, Mary Catherine.”

She ignored him, embarrassed, downright
stung by his rejection. “We’ll have to find a car. Can’t use Aunt
Kate’s even if no one’s found it by now. The cops have probably
called her by now—they’d have traced the plate number and—”

Mary Catherine stopped talking and bit her
lip. “Oh my God.”

Al was beside her in a second, his hands
gripping her shoulders again. “What it is?”

“The license plate. Oh, God, why didn’t I
think of this last night? Al, Guido saw that plate. He can probably
track down the car’s owner as easily as the police can!”

“Your aunt?” he asked, looking worried.

“She could be in danger. We have to call
her, Al, tell her to get out of the house and lay low for a while.”
She looked into his eyes, shook her head as a ball of dread formed
in the pit of her stomach. “And we’d better do it fast.”

*

The woman was a bundle of contradictions.
First she denied wanting him, a habit which had begun to make him
doubt himself for the first time in recent memory. Then she’d made
it all too clear that she did want him. And then she’d
become angry, unable, or perhaps—as stubborn as she
was—unwilling to understand his reasons. But all of that had
fallen by the wayside when she’d realized she might have
inadvertently put her aunt in danger.

As they rode side by side, he watched her.
The way her eyes took on such intensity when she was worried. The
way the wind tossed her dark hair and the morning sun made it
gleam.

He’d wanted many women, had most of them.
But never had he felt anything like what he was feeling now. It
wasn’t just stronger, it was different. An entirely new brand of
desire he’d never felt before. And it left him with the odd sense
that everything he’d experienced before had been only a faint
foreshadowing of this...this new and powerful feeling.

Would it fade once they’d given in to its
demand and made love together? That was the way it usually worked
for Alexandre. But he had a feeling it wouldn’t be the same this
time. Nothing seemed the same this time.

When they finally arrived back at the farm,
the farmer greeted them with a smile and a wave from his front
porch. Mary Catherine was off her mount almost before it came to a
stop, and heading up the steps. “Please,” she said breathlessly, “I
need to use your phone. I’ll pay you for the call, but—”

“Sure, sure. Come on inside. So how was your
ride? The horses look none the worse for wear.”

Mary Catherine didn’t answer, just hurried
past him and into the house. Alexandre watched as the farmer leaned
through the door and pointed, then turned to face him again,
grinning expectantly.

Alexandre dismounted and took another gold
coin from his pocket, handing it to the man.

“Thank you kindly,” the older man said,
smiling.

Al nodded and turned to remove the
saddles.

“Oh, now, don’t you bother with that.”

“The animals are hot,” Al said. “They need
to be rubbed down.”

“And Tony will take care of it,” the farmer
insisted. Then he cupped his hands and yelled, and a young man
emerged from the barn. As he hurried across the lawn toward the
house, the farmer said, “See, I took them coins you gave me
yesterday into town this morning and had ‘em appraised. When I
found out what they were worth, I figured I could afford to hire me
a hand around here.”

Alexandre frowned. Perhaps Mary Catherine
had been right about the coins’ value.

Tony arrived, looked at the horses, then at
the farmer. “These are the ones? When’s the last time they were
groomed, anyway?”

“Been a while,” the farmer said, chuckling.
“Tony here is real experienced with horses. He’ll have ‘em in
tip-top shape in no time.”

Alexandre saw the way the boy’s hands were
already moving over the animals’ coats. It was obvious he not only
knew about horses, but cared about them. At least one good thing
had come of his visit here.

Then the bang of the door drew his gaze, and
he saw Mary Catherine standing there, looking pale and
wide-eyed.

“What is it, chérie! Did you reach
your aunt with the telephone device?”

She nodded, closed her eyes. “Guido de Rocci
answered the phone.”

Alexandre shook his head, not certain he
understood.

“He’s there, at her house, Al,” she went on.
“He has her, and he won’t let her go unless we give him the
tape.”


Chapter Nine

 


There was no time to find another car. M. C.
backed Aunt Kate’s Buick out of the farmer’s dim, dusty barn
without a thought about how many cops might spot it on the road. If
she saw flashing lights behind her on the way, she would keep right
on going.

“It will be all right,” Al said softly,
touching her shoulder, drawing her gaze.

She glanced his way as she drove, saw the
concern in his eyes. But not for Aunt Kate. His worry was for her,
and for what she might be feeling right now. “How can you be so
sure of that?” M. C. asked. “For all we know Aunt Kate could
already be—”

“No.” Al said it firmly. “De Rocci isn’t
stupid. He wants to trade your aunt for this tape. He cannot do
that unless he keeps her alive.”

M. C. tried to keep her eyes on the road,
tried to keep her speed to within ten miles an hour above the speed
limit, though every instinct was to press the pedal to the floor.
If she showed up with cops in tow, the whole thing could turn into
a standoff, with her odd. eccentric aunt playing hostage. Aunt Kate
would be in far less danger this way.

“What do you want to do when we get there?”
Al asked softly.

She glanced at him again, surprised that he
would ask. He was the expert in fighting here. But she was the
expert on modern goons like de Rocci. “I don’t think we have a
choice, Al. I’ll have to give him the tape.”

Al’s lips pursed.

“What?” she asked. “You think it’s the wrong
decision, don’t you?”

“I think...you’re wrong about one thing. We
do have a choice. And we have to make it carefully. Mary
Catherine, do you really think de Rocci will let you or your aunt
leave that house alive once he has the tape?”

M. C. sighed, grating her teeth. Al was
right. He was so right. “No, he won’t. He can’t. We’d have him dead
to rights on unlawful imprisonment, breaking and entering, maybe
assault. And he has to know I can testify as to what I heard on
that tape, even if the tape itself is long gone.”

“Then we cannot turn it over.”

“But Al, what else can we do? He’s there,
and you can bet he’s not alone. He knows we’re coming, and he’ll be
watching for us. How can we...?”

“There’s always a way, Mary Catherine. Trust
me.”

She looked into Al’s eyes, and realized that
she did trust him. She’d trust him with her life. When the hell had
she decided to believe in him this much? But no matter, she had.
And she nodded to tell him so.

“Good,” he said. “And let us not forget,
your aunt Kate is not entirely without resources of her
own.”

They left the car nearly a mile from the
house, hidden behind a neighbor’s hedges on a side road. Then they
walked. And not on the narrow lanes of the
suburban-leaning-toward-rural town of Craven Falls, either. They
crossed back lawns and vacant lots, skirting the edges of trees and
bushes and woodlots where they could. And soon the gothic white
elephant was in sight. Flat roof, widow’s walk in need of another
coat of white paint, curlicues of wood trim everywhere. Tall,
narrow windows, their curtains drawn tight like closed eyes, as if
the house were sound asleep.

A parked car with two men inside sat
opposite Aunt Kate’s driveway. A shadowy form lurked just beyond
the back door. From their position behind some trees in the back
lawn, they could glimpse him when he moved.

“They’ll have a man at the front door as
well,” Al said. “What we need is another way inside. But first”—he
glanced toward the car out front—“we should eliminate some of the
contenders.”

“Even up the odds,” M. C. said. “Gotcha. I
can take care of the ones in the car, Al. All I need is a roll of
duct tape, a length of garden hose, and a pair of shears.” She
glanced around. “I imagine I can find all of that in the
toolshed.”

Taking her arm, he started toward the shed,
but she shook her head at him. “No. Look, try to get a look inside,
make sure Aunt Kate’s okay. I can handle this part alone.”

He frowned. “I think we should stay
together, lady. It would be safer.”

“I’m a big girl, Al. And I’m worried about
my aunt. Please, I’ll feel so much better knowing you’re close by,
keeping an eye on her.”

Closing his eyes, he nodded once. “All
right. I know you’re more than capable.” Then he closed his hand on
her outer arms and drew her close to him. “Be careful, ma
chérie.” And he kissed her, hard and fast.

She blinked, tried to catch her breath, gave
her head a shake. “Don’t let them hurt her, Al. I’m counting on
you.”

“You have my word as a Musketeer, Mary
Catherine. No harm will come to your aunt.”

As soon as he said it, she knew it was true.
Amazing how much faith she’d come to have in him. She looked at his
face, dark eyes blazing into hers, one last time, then crouched low
and made a dash to the toolshed. She didn’t pause, but yanked the
door open and ducked inside. Then she peered back toward the house
to see how Al was doing, and caught her breath.

He gave a hop, reaching overhead to catch
hold of a tree limb. Then he swung back and forth, faster and
faster, his body sailing higher into the air each time, and
finally, on the biggest upswing yet, he just let go.

His momentum carried him higher, and he
flipped in midair before catching hold of the edge of the flat,
tar-coated roof. Carefully, he pulled himself up and crept toward
the widow’s walk at the center.

M. C. couldn’t believe it. He could have
broken his neck. Shivering, she glanced through the shed’s dusty
window toward the guys in the car, but they hadn’t moved. Didn’t
seem as if they’d noticed a thing amiss.

She flicked the lighter to see in the
darkness and foraged for the tools she needed. It didn’t take long
to find them. She let the lighter go out, pocketed the shears and
the tape, and carried the length of hose in one hand. As an
afterthought she pulled out her gun with the other. Just in case.
Then she crept out of the shed and across the lawn, keeping low,
using the hedges for cover. When she ran out of hedges, she dropped
to the ground and crawled right up to the car, which the fools had
left running. Hadn’t anyone ever told them how dangerous that could
be? She ripped off some tape with her teeth, stuck the hose into
the exhaust pipe, and wrapped it up tight. Then she took the other
end of the hose with her as she wriggled on her back underneath the
car. Right under the driver’s seat, she found the air vent, and she
stuck the hose right there.

Then she shimmied out again and made her way
to the backyard, all without once being seen.

She smiled to herself. She was good.

But Al was better.

When she looked up she saw a length of rope
dangling from a hidden corner of the roof. He’d left her a way
inside.

What a guy.

*

When she crept down the attic stairs,
praying none would creak and give her away, she wished to heaven
she knew where everyone was. She got to the second-floor hall and
started down it on tiptoe, passing each closed bedroom door with
her ears straining and her heart in her throat.

Then one opened just as she moved past, and
she was pulled inside. A big hand covered her mouth, and the room
was utterly dark. She struggled...but briefly. That wide chest
behind her; that scent. She stilled, waiting. The hand left her
mouth, and she whispered, “Al?”

“Oui, ma chérie. Who else?”

“Did you find them? Is my aunt all
right?”

“She is fine. In the next bedroom. De Rocci
is with her. As far as I can tell there are two others in the
house, one at the front door, one at the back. It would be best if
we could eliminate them at the same time.”

“That way neither has time to warn the
other.”

“Or to warn de Rocci,” Al said. “The men in
the car?”

“They’ll be sleeping by the time we get
downstairs.”

She couldn’t see his frown, but knew it was
there, all the same. “I’ll explain later. Trust me, Al, they’re not
going to be a problem.”

“I do trust you,” he said. “It is odd, being
in battle with a woman at my side. But even more strange to feel so
certain she is equal to the task. You are...you are a special
woman, Mary Catherine.”

“Glad you realize it,” she said. “Now let’s
get this show on the road.”

“I’ll take the back door,” he told her. And
she had no doubt he’d already checked the two men out, and decided
the guy by the back door was bigger, or meaner, or more dangerous.
Not that she minded.

“Let’s make it quick and quiet, okay?” She
didn’t wait for an answer. “Meet you at the bottom of the stairs.”
Then she ducked out the door and headed down.

Al came behind her, and he squeezed her hand
at the base of the stairs before they turned in opposite
directions. M. C. drew her gun and crept into the living room. It
was dim, but not all that dark, despite the fact that the lights
were all out and the curtains drawn tight. She could see the guy
fairly well. He was looking outside, expecting visitors from there,
not from within. She crept closer, lifting her gun. She was almost
right behind him when she heard a dull thud, a low grunt from the
back of the house, followed by what had to be a body slumping to
the floor. The goon heard it too, and spun. But she clocked him
with the pistol butt before he came to a stop, and he sank to the
floor like a limp noodle. M. C. pocketed the gun, yanked out the
duct tape, and used it to tie him up. A little more over the mouth.
Perfect.

She headed back to the stairway and met Al
at the bottom. “Done?” he asked.

“Fini,” she replied. He grinned at
her and they took the stairs together. “Now what?”

“Now, I go back to the roof, and you to the
door of your aunt’s room.”

“Ah, we enter from two directions.”

Al nodded. “But take care. Do not stand
directly in front of the door, Mary Catherine. I’ve no desire to
lose you now.”

She caught her breath. Silly thing for him
to say. He’d be going back when this was over. Losing her was
inevitable. She gave her head a shake to rid herself of that
thought. “Don’t worry. I’ve done this sort of thing once or
twice.”

He nodded, and headed up the attic stairs.
She gave him a minute to get into position, then strode up to her
aunt’s bedroom door and, standing to one side of it, reached out
and knocked.

“What is it?” de Rocci growled.

“Mr. de Rocci? It’s M. C. Hammer. I brought
that tape like you said.”

She heard footsteps coming nearer, a voice
cussing. “What the hell—how did you—?” The door was flung open. De
Rocci stood there, gun in hand, looking up and down the hall.
“Where are my men?”

“They sent me up,” she said. She hoped she
sounded convincing.

De Rocci eyed her, glancing beyond her
nervously, and finally gripped her arm, pulled her into the
bedroom, and closed the door behind her. She had a brief moment to
notice her aunt, tied to a chair in one corner, a gag over her
mouth. The poor thing was wide-eyed with fear. But then all hell
broke loose. De Rocci pointed his gun at M. C, yanked her weapon
from her waistband, and demanded, “Give me the tape!” Before she
could react, the window behind him shattered as Al swung through it
like some kind of superhero.

Al landed in a ready crouch, his sword
appearing in his hand so suddenly that she never saw him draw it.
De Rocci whirled and fired. Aunt Kate sent a fierce look at his gun
and muttered something from behind her gag. It was all over in a
heartbeat. The bullet slammed into Al like a sledgehammer, knocking
him to the floor. His sword skidded across the hardwood, bumping M.
C.’s feet and stopping there, and before de Rocci could turn
around, she had that baby in her hand. But she hesitated, trying to
remember what the hell to do with it. De Rocci’s weapon was aiming
at her as her fist clenched on the cool hilt.

And Al yelled, as if through grated teeth,
“Parry! Dodge! Thrust!”

She sliced de Rocci’s gun hand, and he
dropped the weapon, cursing furiously. He lunged forward to
retrieve it, but she lashed his rear end with the flat side of the
blade, and he went sprawling on his face.

Al grabbed the fallen gun and held it on de
Rocci. “Enough,” Al managed. “It is over.”

“Al!” M. C. dropped to her knees where he
was. He’d pulled himself into a sitting position. His shirt was
soaked in blood. She reached for him.

“Not yet, chérie. Untie your aunt,
and use the ropes to bind de Rocci tight. Do it now. Hurry.”

She nodded, understanding his urgency. He
was going to lose consciousness soon, and he wanted to know she was
safe before he did. She rapidly untied her aunt’s hands and feet.
“Are you all right, Aunt Kate? Did he hurt you?”

Kate nodded yes, then shook her head no,
then reached up to undo the gag while M. C. rushed across the room
to truss Guido de Rocci up like a Christmas goose. When he started
cussing at her, she pulled the duct tape and smacked a strip across
his mouth. “You’re going down, de Rocci,” she told him. “For a
long, long time!”

There was a thud behind her and she turned,
her heart aching as she saw Al lying on the floor, limp and
unconscious. She ran to him, fell to her knees again, and yanked
the T-shirt up so she could see the damage.

“Don’t panic, Mary Catherine. The bullet
didn’t hit his heart,” her aunt said softly. “It was headed that
way, but I managed to give it a nudge.”

M. C. frowned when she saw Al’s wounds but
didn’t avert her eyes. She tried to wipe the blood away to see the
injury better. “What are you talking about? What nudge?”

“Don’t forget who I am, Mary Catherine,”
Aunt Kate said. “I pushed the bullet upward. So it would only hit
his shoulder, the fleshy part, if my aim was any good.”

“Al doesn’t have any ‘fleshy parts.’ “
Dabbing more blood away, M. C. caught her breath. Her aunt was
absolutely right. The bullet had gone into his shoulder. She pushed
a cloth tight to the wound to stop the bleeding. “I can’t believe
it,” she muttered.

“How can you still doubt? M. C, you managed
to conjure yourself a Musketeer, and you still don’t believe in
magic?”

M. C. stroked Al’s face with one hand,
pressing a cloth to the wound with the other. “If there were really
such a thing as magic...,” she whispered.

“What, Mary Catherine? Tell me.”

She closed her eyes. “He’d stay.”

But he wouldn’t stay. It was over now, and
she was safe. And it would soon be time for Al to return to his own
time. His own duties. His own life. M. C.’s eyes burned
inexplicably, and her stomach churned, and her heart felt as if it
was breaking just a little bit.

“Call the police, will you, Aunt Kate? And
the D.A. And an ambulance for Al.”

Aunt Kate nodded, reaching for the phone.
“We won’t need the ambulance though. A scratch like that we can
tend right here.” M. C. opened her mouth, but her aunt shook a
finger. “Don’t you go doubting me again, young lady.”

Lowering her head, M. C. sighed. “I
won’t.”


Chapter Ten

 


Between the two of them, Aunt Kate and M. C.
managed to get Al into the bed. He came around while they were
doing it, argued a bit, but finally resigned himself to submitting.
He was outnumbered anyway. Sirens were screaming closer by the
second, so at least de Rocci and his goon squad wouldn’t be sitting
around the house much longer.

M. C. rolled her eyes and shook her head a
lot when Aunt Kate used one of her concoctions on Al’s wound, but
the stuff seemed to stop the bleeding almost immediately.

Frowning, she leaned over the jar and
sniffed. “What’s in that stuff, anyway?”

“Some healing herbs, disinfectant, and
cobwebs, dear. Now run into the bathroom and bring me some gauze
and tape.”

“Cobwebs?” M. C. asked with a gasp.

Al, who’d been lying back on the pillows,
sat up a little, eyes widening with alarm. “Cobwebs?” he
echoed.

Aunt Kate sighed heavily. “Fine, I’ll get
the bandages myself.” And with a huff she headed off to the
bathroom.

M. C. sat down on the edge of the bed, and
instinctively stroked Al’s dark hair away from his forehead. “Are
you really okay?”

His mischievous grin appeared to reassure
her, though she could still see the pain reflected in his eyes. “I
have been far more grievously wounded than this, and survived, Mary
Catherine. But if you wish to sit there and worry for me, I won’t
object.” With his uninjured arm, he reached up, ran his hand slowly
over her cheek. “You are beautiful when you are worried.”

She lowered her eyes. “You never give up, do
you, Al?”

“Never. And now, chérie, you are no
longer under my protection.”

She met his gaze, let him see for once that
she felt the same way he did. “Unfortunately, you’re lying in bed
with a hole in your shoulder at the moment.”

“It is of little importance. I will not be
using my shoulder, ma petite.” His fingertips danced
over her temple, and she shivered.

Licking her lips, she noted, “We have an
audience.”

Then there were footsteps thundering up the
stairs, and the bedroom door burst open. Uniformed officers lunged
inside, weapons drawn.

“And more arriving all the time,
non.?”

“Afraid so,” M. C. said. Then she turned to
face the cops. “You can put those down. The bad guys are
gift-wrapped and waiting for delivery.” And she nodded toward de
Rocci even as she was reaching into her pocket for the tape. “That
one’s the baddest of the bunch, and this tape will prove it.”

Holstering his gun, the first officer
stepped forward. Another came behind him. “You’d best run outside
and check on the two in the car. I don’t think the carbon monoxide
has killed them yet, but...”

The second cop was gone before she could
finish. The first one reached for the tape, but M. C. pulled it
back. “I’d just as soon put this in the D.A.’s hands myself, if
it’s all the same to you.”

The two in the car were hauled away by
ambulance, while the others were taken in the backs of police cars.
D.A. Hennesey insisted M. C. come with him, but she shook her
head.

“I’m not going anywhere until I make sure
Al’s okay.”

The D.A., a short, balding man with wire
rims that made him look more like an accountant than a crime
fighter, nodded. “I understand that, Ms. Hammer, but this is
necessary.”

“No it isn’t. You have the tape.”

“And de Rocci has other men in his employ,
if all you’ve told me is true. Once we get your statement on the
record, he’ll have no reason to send them after you.”

“No reason but revenge, you mean.”

The D.A.’s brows went up. “Well, yes, there
is that.”

“I’m not afraid of him.” She glanced at Al,
sitting up in the bed now and sipping some brew Aunt Kate had
whipped up, while Kate sat in a chair beside him to make sure he
took every drop.

“Go with Monsieur Hennesey, Mary Catherine,”
Al urged. “I want you safe.”

She frowned.

“I will be fine,” he promised.

“And I’ll see to it he is,” Aunt Kate said.
“Go on, honey, get this over with. We have things to do, you know.”
This with a meaningful glance at Al.

Things to do. Right. They had to send Al
back. Holding his gaze for a long moment, M. C. said, “Don’t do
anything without me, okay? I want to have a chance to say...” She
couldn’t say the last word. Good-bye. It was too final. Too sudden.
She didn’t want to say it now. Maybe...maybe not ever.

Al’s eyes darkened as they held hers—almost
as if he were reading her thoughts. “I will be here waiting when
you return, little one. I promise you.”

Nodding hard, blinking at the burning behind
her eyes, M. C. turned to the D.A. “All right, let’s get this over
with.”

It took forever, or at least it seemed like
it did. By the time M. C. got out of the local police department
where the D.A. took her statement, it was well after dark. Big,
black clouds had rolled in so that not a single star was visible in
the sky. Matched her mood, she thought. She figured by the time she
got back, Aunt Kate would have everything ready for Al’s return
trip. She’d have found the right spell in that big book of hers,
and she’d have gathered up whatever obscure herbs or glittery
crystals or eye of newt they might need.

Pausing at the front door, M. C. took out
the photo she’d snapped of Al that first night. She’d been carrying
it with her ever since. She stared down at his face, traced his
shape with her finger, and wasn’t surprised when a teardrop fell
from her cheek to land upon his image.

Sniffling, she tucked the photo away, and
opened the front door.

The first thing she saw when she walked
inside were the candles. Two rows of tall, elegant taper candles
formed a path across the floor. They alternated in color, pink and
red. She’d never seen so many candles all lighted at once.

She figured it must be part of whatever
ritual Aunt Kate had devised.

Then the scent wafted up to tickle her
nostrils, and she glanced downward. Rose petals littered the floor
like confetti between the two rows of candles.

Frowning, M. C. took off her shoes, shrugged
out of her jacket, and stepped onto the silky-soft path. “Aunt
Kate?” she called.

No answer. But the candle-and-rose-petal
path led up the stairs. And as she followed it, she heard soft
music.

Lord, but this must be one complicated
spell! At the top of the stairs, the path continued down the hall,
and turned, going right through the open door of the guest room.
“Where is everybody?” M. C. asked. Still no answer.

She moved on, into the guest room.

Candles glowed from every surface. The
entire bedroom floor and the bed itself were cushioned with the
tender petals. And a vase stood beside the bed with a dozen deep
red buds nodding from their long, slender stalks.

And then Al came out of the shadows and
crossed the room toward her. He stopped right in front of her, drew
his sword, dropped to one knee, and held the weapon balanced on his
upturned palms. Head bowed, he lifted it. “My gift to you, my
lady,” he murmured. Then he laid it at her feet. Taking her hand in
both of his, he pressed his lips to her palm. His kiss was warm,
and wet, and it left her skin tingling.

And suddenly she understood. This was it,
the grand seduction. The one she’d been waiting for, dreaming of,
wanting, since she’d first met him. But the pleasure of her
surprise was dampened by the knowledge that this was also his way
of saying good-bye.

She shook that thought away as he rose,
still clinging to her hand. They’d have this. They’d have this one
night, to remember.

“Aunt Kate?” she asked softly.

“Out for the evening,” he replied, his voice
low, tender, almost a caress in itself.

“And all of this?” She waved a hand to
encompass the room.

He cupped her face between his palms. “For
you,” he told her. “All this...and more, were it mine to give.”

“You certainly do know how to treat a lady.”
It was meant to sound flippant, light. But her voice trembled
instead.

“No, ma chérie. I have never wished
to treat any lady the way I wish to treat you. I swear it on my
sword.”

She blinked, her eyes burning again.

“Mary Catherine...,” he began.

“No,” she said quickly. “Don’t say any more.
I hate crying, Al, and you’re putting me damned close to it.”

“But why?”

Why? Because she didn’t want to let him go,
dammit! He was the first man who’d ever made her feel this way, and
she knew she’d never feel it for any other. Why, when the
unthinkable had finally happened to her, did it have to be with a
man who couldn’t stay? How could she vow never to fall in love and
then do just that, when she knew it was impossible?

Fall in love.

Oh, God, that was exactly what she’d
done!

“Mary Catherine?” His eyes searched her
face.

She blinked away her shock, shook her head,
and slid her arms around his waist. “Shut up and kiss me
already.”

He smiled. Devilish, that smile of his. Then
he pulled her close, and kissed her thoroughly. His mouth worked
hers, his tongue probed and explored, and locked together, they
stumbled toward the bed, and fell onto its nest of rose petals.

Al never stopped kissing her as he tugged
and pulled at her clothes, removing them one by one. His mouth
traveled. Over her jaw, down to her throat, and lower. He muttered
in French as he mouthed her breasts, and then her belly, and then
her thighs. Sweet, erotic endearments, nearly as arousing as his
touch.

She struggled with his clothes, too, until
he pulled her into his arms without a stitch between them, and
proceeded to make love to her more sweetly than she’d ever imagined
possible.

And when her climax mingled with his, and
she whispered his name, she knew she loved him even more now than
she had before.

What, oh what, was she ever going to do
without him?

They lay twined together for a long time as
the candles burned low, Al stroking her hair, her back, holding her
close and tenderly in his arms. But finally, he sat up a bit,
looked down at her almost adoringly, and whispered, “It is time,
chérie.”

“I know,” she whispered, and she couldn’t
keep her feelings in check any longer. M. C. Hammer, tough-as-nails
lady detective, began to cry.

“Mary Catherine! What is wrong?”

She sniffled, tried to stop the tears, but
failed. The touch of his gentle fingers on her damp cheeks only
made her cry even harder. “I—I’m sorry, Al. I just...I just wish
you didn’t have to go.”

“Go? Go? But my love, I thought you
understood!”

She blinked, staring up at him.
“Understood...what?”

“I gave you my sword. Sweet Mary Catherine,
with it goes my heart. I told you once that I would only give up my
sword for the woman who would be my true love, did I not?”

Shaking her head slowly, she stared at
him.

“I love you, Lady Hammer. And love is more
important than anything else. More important than life or
death...or time itself. I will die before I will leave you, my
love...if...” He searched her face, then turned his gaze away.

“If?” she prompted.

“If you feel the same,” he told her softly,
not looking at her, almost as if he were afraid to look at her.

Her heart swelled until she thought it would
burst, and she ran one hand through his satin hair. “Oh, I do,” she
whispered. “Al, I really, really do. I love you.”

He turned to meet her eyes, his wide and
brimming. “Ah, ma chérie, do you mean it?”

She nodded hard. “But Al, can you really
stay? Are you sure you want to?”

“I would live upon the moon itself, if it
meant I could be at your side, my love.” He kissed her, long and
lingeringly. Then holding her nestled against his chest, he
continued. “I have no ties to the past that would require my
return. Your Aunt Kate said the decision to stay or to go was mine.
And you yourself told me my gold coins are worth a fortune, Mary
Catherine, so I can make my way.”

“Oh, I have a few ideas about how you can
earn a living, Al. You’re not without certain job skills, you
know.”

“No?”

She nibbled his chin. “You sure you won’t
mind having a witch in the family?” she asked him.

“If you can tolerate a Musketeer as a
husband, then I can withstand a witch as an aunt,” he
whispered.

M. C. blinked. “H—husband?”

“Oui. If you will have me.”

Her smile was slow, but straight from the
heart. “You’d better believe I will. And Al, there’s another
partnership I have in mind for us. Besides marriage, I mean.”

“Oh, is there?”

She nodded. “Umm-hmm. But...um... we can
talk about that in the morning.” She pressed closer to him, curled
her arms around his strong shoulders, and pulled him to her for
another kiss.

“Very late in the morning,” he whispered,
and he held her even tighter.


Epilogue

 


Alexandre held his wife close to his side as
they stood outside the door of her office in Newark. She’d told him
her wedding gift to him was waiting here, though to his way of
thinking, she’d already given him the gift of a lifetime just by
agreeing to be his.

He was slowly getting used to this modern
world. Everything moved quickly, too quickly at times, but with
Mary Catherine at his side, he could adapt to anything.

He loved her. Adored her, and knew he would
never regret his decision to remain at her side. He’d searched for
a woman like her all his life. One who would love him for the man
he was, rather than the colors he wore or the sword he carried.
He’d had to travel through time to find her, but find her he had.
And he would never, never let her go.

She squeezed his waist and smiled up at him.
“Here it is,” she said, and there was laughter in her voice.

“Where?” Alexandre asked her, looking up and
down the hallway in which they stood. He saw nothing but the office
door.

“There,” she said, pointing.

He looked to where she pointed, seeing only
a strip of white across the glass panel of the door.

“Go on, peel it away.”

Frowning, Al leaned forward, got hold of one
edge of the sticky white paper—“tape”; he vowed to remember all
these new words—and peeled it slowly away.

Underneath the stuff, he read the words
newly painted upon the glass, and smiled, his heart filling until
he thought it would burst.

TWO MUSKETEERS INVESTIGATIONS ONE FOR ALL,
AND ALL FOR ONE!

 


 


If you liked Musketeer By Moonlight, you might
also like Miranda’s Viking. Continue
reading for an excerpt.
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Miranda’s
Viking

 


The house seemed abandoned, not the same one
she'd left some sixteen hours ago. Her car's headlights moved over
the brick exterior like trespassers violating some sacred spot. No
welcoming light shone from the windows.

She turned off the ignition, killed the
headlights, then murmured meaningless greetings to the two officers
who stood outside the house as she went in. Apparently Professor
Saunders had convinced Lieutenant Hanlon that the find needed
guarding before he'd gone home.

She unlocked the house and went inside,
flicking on lights as she went. Emptiness met her everywhere she
looked. It was almost too much to bear. What if Russell didn't
recover? What would her life be without him? There was very little
to it, besides her work and her father, and the two had always gone
hand in hand. They'd worked and lived together, except for that
brief rebellious period, when she'd accepted Jeff Morsi's proposal
of marriage just to prove to her father and herself that she could
be a "normal" woman. Instead she'd only proven she couldn't be.
Losing Jeff had been a narrow escape from a nightmare. Losing
Russell would leave her bereft... utterly alone.

She pushed the thought aside, tossed her
purse on the sofa, and walked down the basement stairs and into the
control room. Russell wouldn't die, not yet. It was too soon, and
he was too stubborn to go in the midst of his greatest discovery.
And when he came back home, his first concern would be for that
discovery. So, she would care for it diligently. If anything
happened to the find, it would kill her father faster than any
heart attack ever could.

At first glance everything seemed just as
she'd left it. Files on the floor and a small bloodstain where her
father had fallen. She shivered and gave the monitors a cursory
glance...then sucked in her breath.

The digital temperature panel read
ninety-eight degrees Fahrenheit. Panic knocked the wind out of her
as surely as a fist to the stomach would have done. The
climate-control panel must have been knocked askew in the struggle.
A quick glimpse at the setting confirmed her guess. Why hadn't she
checked it before? Why had she satisfied herself with a glance at
the readings, and not checked the settings? God, everything her
father had worked for could be ruined!

She punched numbers rapidly into the panel to
release the lock, threw the door open wide, and hurried inside.
Only the soft glow of the minimal lighting in the windowless room
guided her. The stifling heat slammed into her like a living thing.
But the Viking lay as he had before. His skin seemed less chalky,
but it might be the lighting or her fear making it seem so. Maybe
it wasn't too late.

She turned to go back to the control panel
and readjust the climate control to lower the temperature as
rapidly as possible. She froze in the doorway when her gaze locked
on the monitor directly opposite. The wavering white line across
the screen sent her blood to her feet. She blinked and
double-checked the label on the monitor. EEG. Electroencephalogram.
The meter of brain-wave activity, a formality, nothing that was
ever expected to register a reading. But it had to be
malfunctioning. It couldn't be reading what was there. It wasn't
possible for there to be—

The sudden, strangled gasp was drawn with
harsh desperation, and it came from behind her. Then silence.

She whirled and saw the body on the table
begin to shake. The huge arms and legs trembled convulsively. The
broad chest vibrated. The corded neck was arched and quivering.

In that moment, Miranda stopped seeing a
specimen. What she saw was a man on the brink of suffocation. A man
straining to breathe, but unable to do so. A man about to
die...again.

Her reaction was purely instinctive. Taking
no time to dwell on the unthinkable thing that was happening, she
was beside the table before she knew she'd moved. She gripped the
solid shoulders, fighting to hold him still as she pressed her ear
to his chest. Nothing. Clasping her hands together in one balled
fist, she brought them down hard on his sternum. He flinched.

Frantically she caught his whiskered face
between her palms and tipped up his chin. She pinched his nose and
covered his mouth with her own, breathing life into him, once,
twice, again. She blew hard to fill his massive lungs, then
returned to the chest, positioning her hands over his sternum to
massage a long-silent heart.

A rapid thud tapped against her palm, and it
seemed her own heart rate sped up until it echoed his. The fit of
convulsions slowed and died. She watched in utter awe as the huge
chest rose and fell, far too quickly, but regularly. Beneath her
hands, now-supple flesh gradually warmed.

He was breathing.

His heart was beating.

His brain was functioning.

She stepped backward, away from him and
turned in the doorway to scan the monitors. They confirmed the
impossible. Not one flat line among them. Not one.

An agonized moan, so hoarse it hurt her ears,
brought her around once more. His eyes were blue...the pale,
silvery blue of an icy sea, and they were staring right into hers.
She saw many things in those piercing blue eyes—confusion, pain and
an unfocused quality that told her he wasn't seeing clearly. He
remained on his back, just staring at her, silently asking her a
thousand questions, most of which she was certain she couldn't
answer.

She was in awe, in shock. Life's blood pulsed
through the formerly dormant body, giving color to his skin. She
took a step toward him, then another. Slowly, tentatively, she
approached him. He moved only his eyes, keeping them locked with
hers. Beside the table she stopped. In wonder, she lifted a
trembling hand and placed it with tender reverence upon his face.
Her fingertips brushed over the small expanse of his cheek
uncovered by beard. "You're alive." It was no more than a
whisper.

His response was to slowly lift one of his
large hands and thread his fingers through her hair, pulling what
few strands had remained pinned in place down to join the rest in
what she knew must resemble a pumpkin orange disarray. "Valkyrie."
The word came in a voice hoarse from disuse.

Her words, she knew, were foreign to him. She
understood his, though. It was almost laughable. If he thought her
one of the legendary demigoddesses, the Valkyries, who in Norse
mythology were said to greet fallen warriors at their deaths and
lead them to Valhalla, he must be incredibly disappointed.
Valkyries were supposed to be beautiful, strong, sensual creatures.
She saw herself as none of the above.

She stifled her amused grin and met his
wonder-filled gaze. "No." She shook her head. "Not Valkyrie.
Miranda." She frowned hard, searching her memory for the
Islensk words. "Eg heiti Miranda."

She wished she had a more thorough knowledge
of the language. Not that it mattered. She wouldn't be able to tell
him anything, anyway. She had no idea how this had happened, but
she was absurdly glad it had. Her eyes burned and she had the urge
to laugh out loud. "You're alive." She said it softly, a sense of
wonder in her voice, and stared down at him, wondering what he was
thinking, what he was feeling. Was he in pain?

His hand clasped the base of her neck to draw
her nearer. He squinted, then blinked as if to focus his vision.
Suddenly the curious, reverent gleam left his eyes and they
narrowed in a way that made her heart jump in fear. His hand in her
hair turned cruel, twisting a lock around it until she thought he'd
rip it out. His mouth curled into a sneer and he uttered a single
word, "Adrianna." It was, she sensed, an accusation.

He rose slightly and with a brutal thrust,
pushed her away from him. His shove was so forceful she found
herself on the floor. Even as she fought panic and shock and began
to get to her feet again, she saw him leap from the table. He
loomed over her, spewing forth a stream of Norse words so filled
with anger and bitterness she could barely believe the strength of
them. How had she allowed herself to forget, even with all that had
happened, who this man was? The Plague of the North. He reached
down for her, his huge hand menacing.

She cringed, terror-stricken, but then he
stopped. His large body swayed slightly. One hand pressed to the
side of his head and he wobbled on his feet like a tree about to
fall. Miranda shot up, gripping his upper arm with all the strength
she possessed and slipping an arm around his waist when that first
effort was no longer sufficient.

"Easy. Come on. Lie down," she said in a low,
firm voice. He couldn't understand her words, but he might be able
to sense her intent in her tone. She trembled with fear, but
refused to give in to it. "I mean you no harm," she went on as she
urged him toward the table. "Eg er...vinur þinn," she
managed. Unsure whether she had it right, but hoping it was at
least close. "I'm your friend."

He scowled darkly, and she thought he called
her a less than flattering name. He still remained unsteady on his
feet.

"You're sick. Þið eruð veikur.

He hesitated, but finally he sat on the edge
of the table. He closed his eyes for a long moment and his voice
was almost sad but tinged with bitterness when he spoke again. The
words had the ring of despair and the lilt of a question. And again
he used that name—Adrianna.

"No." Carefully she touched his face, tilting
it upward so he would look at her more carefully, then quickly
drawing her hand away so as not to offend him. It would be in her
best interest to make him see she wasn't whoever he thought she
was. He seemed as if he'd like to throttle Adrianna, whoever she
might be. When his ice blue gaze, clearer now, fixed upon her face,
she said softly, "I am Miranda." She tapped her chest with her
forefinger. "Miranda."

He frowned and his eyes narrowed as he
studied her more closely. Again he reached for her hair and she
forced herself not to draw back in fear. He drew a lock forward and
rubbed it between his fingers. He shook his head and leaned nearer,
lifting the hair to his nose and inhaling its scent. His gaze
traveled over her face and he seemed confused. Not convinced,
though.

After a moment, he glanced at the room around
him, his brow furrowed. Then he lowered his head and pressed a palm
to it. When he noticed the electrodes taped to his chest, he
frowned harder and lifted a hand to tear one free.

"No." She laid her hand over his, looked him
in the eye and shook her head. "Let me. It will hurt if you just
rip them off." He tilted his head, seemingly just realizing she
spoke in a tongue he'd never heard. She clasped his hand and gently
moved it away. He allowed it, then watched curiously as she caught
the edge of a strip of tape and carefully peeled it back. As she
pulled it away, she winced, knowing the sting he'd feel. She
glanced up at his face to see if she'd hurt him.

To her amazement, he smiled at her. His eyes
glittered with unmistakable amusement. His huge hand came up again,
and imitating her, he picked at the edge of a strip of tape. Unlike
her, once he had it, he yanked it free in one quick motion, not
even blinking as he did so. He kept glancing at her as he repeated
the procedure until his chest was free of wires and sensors. He was
showing off, she thought, her mind reeling. He thought it funny
that she'd been worried about hurting him. She smiled back at him.
She couldn't help it.

Her smile instigated the return of the angry
glare in his eyes. He looked quickly around the room, made a
sweeping gesture with his hand and murmured a hoarse question. What
is this place? she imagined he wanted to know. Or where am I? How
did I get here? She made a helpless, shrugging gesture. Then she
touched his throat with her fingertips. Instantly his hand closed
like a steel trap around her wrist.

She stiffened, but didn't turn away from him.
God, but he didn't trust her. "Thirsty. You must be thirsty. That’s
all I was trying to say." With her free hand she made a circle of
her thumb and fingers to lift an imaginary glass to her lips.
"Drink," she told him. "Would you like a drink?"

Frowning, still looking skeptical, he
released her wrist. "Eg er þyrstur," he said hoarsely.

"Right, þyrstur. Thirsty."
Miranda quickly left the room. She paused in the control room, her
hands gripping the edge of the sink as her knees, began to tremble
in reaction. For a moment, the enormity of what was happening hit
her like a whirlwind, but she had to keep calm, not think about it
too deeply or she'd lose her mind or have a fit of hysteria. Things
like this did not happen. "What in God's name am I going to do with
him?"

She shook her head, filled a glass with cold
water, and returned to the cold room, which had now become hot. The
table was empty. Startled, she swung her gaze around the room and
saw him in the corner, so large she nearly reconsidered her
determination not to be afraid of him. He held his massive sword by
its hilt, turning it this way and that. Miranda found herself glad
she'd painstakingly polished it, to ready it for viewing by the
archaeological staff tomorrow.

She swallowed hard. What on earth was she
going to tell the staff? And Professor Saunders? "Sorry, guys, the
find came to life. I'm afraid you can't have him." She rehearsed
the words silently in her mind, and her eyes widened as she
realized they would still want him. He'd be the most sought after
subject of study by every scientist on the planet when they
learned...if they learned.

He saw her and came toward her, his stride
not quite steady, but extremely confident. She held the drink out
and he took it. He held it up, frowning harder than ever as he
examined the glass and the clear, sparkling water it held. "Glass,"
she said firmly, tapping the outside with one short fingernail.
"Glass."

He nodded slowly and, his voice still coarse,
repeated the word, "Glass."

Miranda couldn't suppress a smile. She
nodded. He lifted the glass to his lips and began guzzling. When he
lowered it, Miranda said, "Vatn. Water."

He cleared his throat, and returned the glass
to her. "Water," he mimicked. When her hand closed around the
glass, though, he caught it and lifted it, examining her fingers
with close scrutiny. He even ran the pad of his thumb over the
edges of her unpainted, neatly cropped nails. He frowned. Then he
released her hand and studied her face. "Adrianna?"

She set the glass down. "No." She shook her
head firmly. "Miranda." She tapped her chest hard for emphasis.
"Miranda." She saw that she was at least making some headway. He
now wondered. She spotted her glasses where she'd left them the
night before, and automatically picked them up and slipped them
on.

A second later, they were removed by
amazingly gentle hands. He turned them this way and that, a frown
making parentheses between his brows. He drew them close to his
face and peered through the lenses.

He's like a child, she thought, watching him.
Like a big, lost child in a strange new world. Except that he was a
dangerous child, one she needed to handle carefully.

She took the glasses from him and slipped
them into her pocket. She pointed to his chest and said, "Ulf?
Svein?" So far she only knew him as The Plague of the North.
"Hvað, um, your name.. .heitir þu?"

"Rolf Magnusson." His voice was clearer now,
and decidedly louder. He nodded, indicating the empty glass.
"Water."

"More?" She took his wrist in her free hand
and drew him carefully from the room and into the adjoining control
room. He gazed curiously all around, eyes widening at the bank of
monitors with their flat white lines and the rows of buttons and
dials and switches. He was more amazed, though, when she turned on
the faucet and water flowed into the sink. He watched her, and a
second later, he moved her aside to stand where she'd been.

Setting his sword aside, he turned the knobs
first one way and then the other, making the water flow, hot then
cold, and finally making it stop. He studied the stream, following
it to the drain. Dropping to his knees, he next examined the pipes
beneath the sink.

He frowned, nodded slowly, and rose to take
the glass from her hand. She willingly let it go, and watched as he
filled it on his own. He held the glass beneath the faucet until it
was spilling over his big hand. Then he reached again for the knob
and turned it off. For a long moment, he regarded the glass in his
hand. Finally he brought it to his lips and tilted it up as if he'd
down it all in one gulp as he had before.

This time she put a hand over the one holding
the glass. "Slow," she told him. She pushed her other hand in a
downward sweep and repeated, "Slow." Placing a palm on his stomach
to try to show that he'd give himself a stomach ache if he drank
too quickly, she quickly realized it was a bad idea. Too intimate
and personal a touch. His abs were hard as rock and warm beneath
her fingers, even through the thin tunic he wore and the shirt
beneath it. She looked up quickly. His eyes seemed to darken. He
held her intense gaze for a long moment, and it was Miranda who
finally looked away, baffled by her sudden shortness of breath and
the odd tension coiling somewhere within her.

He studied her as if she'd done something
unexpected, then he drank, slowly this time. It was remarkably easy
to make him understand her, she thought. When he finished, he set
the glass carefully on the counter. "Rolf." She tested the name.
"Rolf Magnusson." What now, she wondered.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs alerted
her, and when Rolf saw the way her eyes flew wide and her body went
rigid, his powerful hand closed around her upper arm, pushing her
behind him as he lifted his sword and sent a fierce glare through
the doorway, into the darkened basement.

"No, Rolf. Nei!" she whispered
urgently. She tugged on his arm until the sword lowered, then
reached around him to close the door until it was only open a
crack.

"Miss O'Shea?"

"Who is it?" She clung to Rolf's tensed
biceps, praying he wouldn't decide to behead the man with a single
swipe of Vengeance before he could answer.

"Officer Phillips, Professor. I was knocking
for quite a while. Got worried when no one answered, since the
lights are still on. Everything all right?"

Rolf emitted a low grunt and his expression
told her what he thought of her restraining hand. "Fine,
everything's fine. I'm afraid I can't talk to you now, though. Some
of the controls got knocked out of whack earlier and I have to get
them back in order. Sorry to be rude."

"No problem. Anything I can do to help?"

"No, thank you. Good night, Officer
Phillips." She sighed in relief when he responded in kind and she
heard his steps retreating up the stairs, and listened until the
door slammed. Then her entire body sagged at the close call. She
hadn't realized until this very moment what she was going to do
with Rolf. It shocked her now that she had. Her entire life had
been devoted to science. The decision she'd made, though, was the
opposite of the one the scientists of the world would wish for. It
was more like the one the romantics of the world would approve. But
there was only one decision she could make. She couldn't allow Rolf
to become the hottest new guinea pig in the world. She just
couldn't. She had to hide him from everyone. She didn't know how,
but she had to do it.

Rolf's hand closed on her shoulder and she
winced, but not because of him. He’d touched a sore spot. He turned
her toward him, his frown deeper than ever. His fingers closed on
the collar of her blouse and he pulled it to one side, snapping the
top two buttons and baring the shoulder he'd inadvertently hurt.
There was a deep purple bruise she knew there, the one she'd
received from the intruder. Rolf’s face turned thunderous when he
saw it, and he spewed a stream of words she didn't understand. As
he spoke he motioned with his sword toward the stairway and the
last phrase sounded as if it might have been a question.

She wondered if he were asking whether
Officer Phillips had given her the bruise, or whether she'd like
the man dissected for his crime. Either way, she knew she had to
disabuse him of the notion. Funny, she thought, that he would pull
her hair the way he had, shove her around like that, yell at her
for whatever this Adrianna had done, and then get so angry at the
knowledge that someone else had harmed her. But he was from
another time, and his morality, his ethics, were too. She had to
remember that. Touching his face, she brought his gaze back to
hers. "Nei, Rolf. It wasn't him. Nei." She touched
the hand holding the sword, putting a slight downward pressure on
it, and he lowered the weapon, looking none too pleased about
it.

She nodded in approval and smiled. His gaze
dropped to her bruised, exposed shoulder and softened. Gently he
touched the purplish skin with two fingers and murmured something
low and soft.

She pulled her shirt together hastily,
feeling the blood rush to her face at his show of tenderness. It
was an odd feeling, having someone so angry on her behalf, one she
didn't remember ever having experienced before. Of course Russell
would have been upset if he'd known the intruder had harmed her,
but not like this. Rolf had been ready to do battle...all over a
little bruise. All right, not so little from the way it ached, but
still... She shook herself and took one of Rolf's hands, or as much
of it as she could grasp.

She looked up into his eyes. "I'm not going
to hurt you, Rolf. I'm your friend. Eg er vinur þinn. You're
going to have to trust me."

He watched her closely, his eyes going from
hers, to her lips as she spoke, to her throat and back to her eyes
again. He licked his lips after a moment, pressed two fingers to
his thumb and tapped his lips three times. "Eg er
svangur."

"Hungry? I'm hungry, too." She touched her
lips as he had. "I am hungry. Say it, Rolf. I am hungry."

"I am hungry." His mimicking ability was
astounding.

She nodded encouragingly. "Now say my name.
Miranda. Endurtakið. Repeat it, Rolf. Miranda." She had no
doubt he understood what she was asking of him. He seemed keenly
intelligent.

He studied her for a long moment, his eyes
narrow with suspicion. At last, sneering slightly, he gestured,
lifting one hand, four fingers touching the thumb. He flicked the
fingers open with a sarcastic little snap and whispered,
"Adrianna."

"Can't pull one over on you, can I?" She
shook her head, rolled her eyes to show her displeasure, but still
gripped his hand and drew him through the basement and up the
stairs.
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