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To my in-laws Tom and Lou, 
who gave the world three children: 
a Girl, a Boy, and Perfection.

Thanks to Tom for being a rock.
 And Lou—
 I wish you were here to see this.
 You would have enjoyed it more than anyone.
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Prologue




Somerset, England, 1420

“The babe is hale an’ hearty, Yer Grace.” The midwife handed Radolf the red, squalling, still-wet newborn wrapped in a linen cloth.

The woman’s voice lacked enthusiasm and Radolf accepted the kicking child with dreadful anticipation. “Let me see,” he commanded.

The midwife knew what he desired, and she turned back the cloth to reveal the baby’s gender.

“A son!” Patton, Radolf’s chief knight, leaned over his shoulder and stared with frank envy, then slapped Radolf on the shoulder as the great hall rang with shouts of masculine celebration. “A son at last, with your black hair on his head and your vigor in his breast.”

A son. Disbelief mixed with joy inside of Radolf. He’d prayed, worked, schemed for this moment since the day the king awarded him Clairmont Court and the dukedom. For what good are lands and title without a son to inherit them?

Lifting the babe high, he spun in a circle and shouted, “Behold your future lord!”

The shouts of celebration shook the rafters, and the child screamed in answer. Carefully, Radolf lowered the child and handed him to the midwife, then tucked the cloth around his flailing limbs. “Swaddle him well. Keep him warm and dry, and get a wet nurse to suckle him until my lady’s milk comes through.”

Her face waxen, the midwife returned the howling child to the warmth of her ample bosom and pulled the edge of her cloak over him. “That should not be a problem, Yer Grace.”

Accepting a tankard of ale, Radolf drank the first toast to his son’s good health. He wiped his lips on the back of his hand and frowned. “I know Jocelyn wished to feed him herself, but we can’t have my son go hungry.”

“Yer wife won’t be feeding him,” the midwife said.

Radolf drank another toast and belched. “Did she change her mind?” Then he remembered of whom he spoke, and bellowed with laughter. “Surely not Jocelyn. She’s as pigheaded a woman as—”

“As you are a man,” Patton finished for him with a shout.

The smile faded from Radolf’s face, and he glared at Patton. The big man shriveled beneath the fury in Radolf’s blue eyes. When Patton had shrunk away, when he’d displayed sufficient respect for Radolf’s fury, Radolf allowed himself to relax. “Aye, perhaps ’tis true.” He cuffed Patton on the ear—a friendly cuff, knocking him only halfway across the room. “Jocelyn’s as pigheaded as I. A toast!” He lifted his tankard high. “To Jocelyn, bed partner, housewife, healer, and the one wife who’s carried a son for me.”

The men drank, but the midwife still stood there, holding the baby in tender hands and staring at Radolf as if he were more than pigheaded—as if he were a pig.

What was wrong with the old witch? Even an ignorant midwife ought to know this was a cause for jubilation. Irritated, he demanded, “What is it, woman? Haven’t you got your instructions?”

“Aye, Yer Grace, that I have. But I thought ye might want t’ know why yer wife’ll not be feeding th’ babe.”

Something about the way she said it made Radolf remember the screams emitting from the solar an hour ago. The men had said all women screamed in labor—they knew what they were talking about, didn’t they?

Radolf handed the tankard to a passing squire. “Jocelyn is fighting to get up already, isn’t she?”

Silent, the midwife shook her head.

He caught her arm in his hand. “Is she ill?”

“Nay, Yer Grace.”

“Well, then.” He grinned. “Why the long face?”

“She’s dead.” The midwife delivered the words as she would deliver a stillborn—grimly, stolidly.

“You’re lying.”

Radolf knew she had to be lying. Jocelyn wasn’t a big woman, but she was the first of his wives who had returned as good as he gave. She never backed down, never feared his shouting, never flinched at his scars or his temper.

She was the first wife who’d given him a son. “You’re lying.”

He wasn’t hollering now, but the midwife shrank back as if he were. “The priest is wi’ her now.” She tucked the shrieking baby closer to her and sidled toward the solar. “Ye can see yer lady wife’s body when we’ve cleaned an’ prepared her.”

Radolf followed. “You’re lying.”

“Ye can’t go in there,” she said. “’Tis a sight unfit fer a man not o’ th’ cloth.”

Behind her, the priest exited the solar with a long face, and Radolf turned to stalk him instead. “Tell me she’s lying,” he said to the priest.

He was an old priest, hard of hearing but apparently skilled at comprehending a husband’s disbelief. “My son, we must resign ourselves to the will of God.”

“Resign?” Radolf worked his fists, open and shut, open and shut. “Resign?” His voice rose, and he started toward the solar.

The priest flung himself at Radolf, grabbed his tunic by the neck and clung. “It would be better if you don’t look!”

Radolf carried him along like a flea on a dog.

Inside the door, Jocelyn’s sorrowful serving maids rushed toward him, blocking his view. “Yer Grace, you can’t!” they cried in unison.

But he could. She was there on the bed, alone, cold, white, still, the gold hair he loved to stroke dulled with sweat.

Not true. Not true.

Crimson stained the sheets. The snapping blue eyes that had challenged and enthralled him were closed and sunk deep into her skull.

Not true.

Her shapely limbs lay twisted, as if the bones had broken from the strain of producing his son.

The son he had prayed for to the exclusion of all else.

Not true.

Something—someone—knocked him in the back, buffeted him until he faced the door. Someone stood before him, dragging him back to the great hall. Through the mist before his eyes, Radolf could see him. Patton. His lips were moving, and from a distance he heard Patton’s words of comfort. “You can always get yourself another wife. It’s not as if you haven’t had to court wives before. It’s been your misfortune to wed ones so puny they couldn’t carry a child to term, but Jocelyn produced for you, and your next wife will, too.”

A shriek worked its way up from Radolf’s gullet and burst forth with such power men cowered throughout the hall. “Nay!” His fist shot out. He knocked Patton to the ground with one blow to the face. “Nay!” Picking up a bench, he heaved it across the trestle tables, and pitchers and cups flew. The odor of bitter ale curled through the air. “Never again!”

His gaze lit on the midwife, and he marched toward her. Squeaking, she tried to make a shield for the child with her body. “Stupid cow,” he said, contempt weighing his tone. Gently, he folded back the cloth over his son and stroked the black hair so like his own. “I wouldn’t hurt the child. Jocelyn gave her life for this child, and that makes him doubly precious to me.” Then, glaring into the midwife’s eyes, he commanded, “Get him the finest wet nurse in England. Make sure the milk is pure and sweet. Tend my son well, for he is the only son I will have, and if he dies, you die.”

“Aye, Yer Grace.” The midwife bobbed a curtsy, then another, and when he gestured, she ran toward the solar, there to bathe the babe in the warmth of the fire.

Staggering to his heavy chair, Radolf began to collapse into it. Then he looked at the symbol of his lordship: the dark wood, the intricate carving, the tapestry cushions that protected his noble arse, and he remembered. Remembered how Jocelyn had teased him about his consequence. Remembered how he’d wrestled her into his lap. Remembered how he’d promised he would have a noble chair made for her—if she gave him a son.

Not true. Not forever.

Grabbing the chair, he heaved it aloft. Cushions scattered. He carried it to the window. It wouldn’t fit through the narrow opening, so he banged it against the stone wall until the legs broke off and the back collapsed. Shoving it through the opening, he listened for the satisfying crunch when it hit the ground.

Splinters. It was splinters.

True. Forever. Jocelyn was dead. She’d died for his son, for Clairmont Court and for him, and never would another woman be worthy of the position of the duke of Clairmont’s wife.

Lifting his fist into the air, he swore the oath that would bind him. “For the good of my sweet Jocelyn’s son, I’ll move heaven and earth to keep Clairmont Court—forever.”










1




Somerset, England, April 1816

“A ghost walks the halls of Clairmont Court at night.”

Miss Sylvan Miles clutched her bonnet in one hand and a strap with the other as the two-wheeled open carriage climbed yet another hill. With a throaty chuckle, she responded, “I’d be disappointed if one didn’t.”

The coachman hunched his massive shoulders. “Aye, ye may laugh. A meager woman might do so—until she comes face-to-face with that awesome lord.”

Jasper Rooney had picked her up at the Hawk and Hound Inn only two hours before, and she’d thought him a dour young man with no imagination. Now she wondered if he didn’t suffer from an excess of imagination. Telling herself she shouldn’t encourage him, she tried to ignore the prod of curiosity. Instead she looked at the rugged moor that rolled past the fashionable Stanhope gig. She smelled the scent of the ocean as they neared it and hunched her shoulders against the nip of the breeze. And she burst out, “Have you seen this ghost?”

“Aye, that I have. Thought myself mad when I saw him striding the grounds in his fancy suit. I told our Reverend Donald, and he said I wasn’t the first to sight it. ’Tis the ghost of the first duke of Clairmont.”

His voice throbbed with emotion, and he trembled, but Sylvan wasn’t afraid.

She’d seen worse than ghosts in her time.

Briskly, she demanded, “How did you know that? Did you ask the ghost his identity?”

“Nay, miss. But he looks just like the portrait of Radolf. A fearsome man, tall and brawn. A warrior with mace and sword.”

She grinned, secure in the knowledge the coachman couldn’t see her. “If he’s carrying a mace, I’ll do my best to avoid him. Warriors exhaust me.”

“Ye’re not a very respectful miss,” Jasper chided.

“You’re not the first to remark on that,” Sylvan agreed. Then the carriage topped the hill, and she cried, “Stop!”

Before Jasper had pulled to a complete halt, she leaped off the steps and onto the ground. A tangled madness of ancient forest and moor, cliffs and savage ocean stretched before her. She waded into the new green grass, absorbing the scent of it as she crushed it beneath her feet. Close at hand, heather and bracken rippled, and beyond that, the sea’s surface undulated at the command of the wind. Far in the distance, she could see squares of brown dirt that had been cleared and plowed and perhaps planted, but that had not yet produced an inkling of a crop. On the sea, a few fishing boats, dwarfed by distance, bobbed among the rocks. Clasping her hands at her breast, she tried to contain the welcome ache inside her.

It was a homecoming, but she’d never been here before.

“’Tis a god-awful primitive place, ain’t it?” The coachman sounded as if he hoped she would agree. “Most ladies react just like you. I’ve had some of them want to turn back right here, but they always go on.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this.” Her lungs filled with fresh, brisk air, and it intoxicated her. She wanted to run and dance, to find a high place and jump off, trusting to the wind to carry her—

“Willing to brave the horrors of Clairmont lands for the prestige and wealth of the duke.”

—and then drop her gently to earth, there to rest and heal.

“’Course, you can’t leave,” Jasper said. “His Grace said you were the new nurse for Lord Rand.”

Rest. God, what she would do for a good night’s sleep.

“Told him it was foolish, I did. The other nurses were men—as is proper—and they couldn’t deal with Lord Rand.”

Jasper’s derision jerked her focus to him. “Deal with Lord Rand? What do you mean?”

“The tantrums and the shouting and the swearing have sent four strong men running in eight months. How’s a woman going to take it?” His gaze ran contemptuously over her. “’Specially a tiny thing like you.”

Sylvan stood stock still, struggling with a sense of betrayal.

Garth Malkin, current duke of Clairmont, had claimed his brother was an invalid. He’d implied that ill fortune had crushed all spirit from Lord Rand. He had fostered the impression of a cowed man who needed careful handling. His Grace’s reassurances were the only reasons she had allowed herself to be persuaded to come, for she had not escaped her last encounter with Lord Randolf Malkin unscathed.

But she had found she couldn’t bear the thought of Rand’s scalding blue eyes bleak with defeat, nor his vibrant figure wasting away. She had imagined herself gently coaxing him back to life, bringing a smile to his pale lips and lighting the spark of his soul once more. Yet Jasper was insinuating…

“Having second thoughts, miss?”

Second thoughts, indeed. Second thoughts were for cowards and ladies, not for Miss Sylvan Miles.

Squaring her shoulders, she looked up at Jasper on his perch and smiled. “You’ll have to wait and see, won’t you?”

He stared down, slack mouthed, then an answering smile crept over his sullen face. “Perhaps you’ll do. His Grace is no fool, is he?” Climbing down, he offered his enormous hand. “Best get in the gig.”

Sylvan didn’t move. “Where’s the house?”

“Through the village, around the hill and up. Four hundred years ago, Lord Radolf built it facing the ocean, so the windows rattle in the mildest breeze. When a storm blows up, we’re lucky to keep the fires lit and the smoke out of the house. The first duke acted just like today’s Clairmonts. Not interested in good sense and comfort, only interested in struggle and challenge. Whole damned family’s dicked in the nob.”

Ho, now that was interesting. “Why do you say that?”

“Best get in, miss. They’ll be looking for you at the manor.”

He wasn’t going to answer. Evidently, he regretted his disclosure, and she couldn’t urge him further. She might not have the breeding of a lady, but her governess had taught Sylvan well. A lady didn’t listen to a servant’s gossip.

Sylvan had always thought it a waste of valuable information, but that was her vulgar ancestry coming to the fore. Placing her foot on the step, she bounded back into the carriage with no assistance.

Jasper sighed in ill-concealed forbearance and climbed back onto his perch. He really was an enormous fellow. He should have been a farmer—or a soldier. “Were you at Waterloo?” she asked.

“Aye, miss. I was Lord Rand’s body servant.” He spoke to the fine pair of matched horses as they traveled down the winding road. “Still am, for that matter. I change his sheets, care for his clothes, wash him, dress him.”

“Drive him too, I dare say.”

“He doesn’t go out, miss.”

“Really?” She sat forward in the seat. “How does he keep abreast of that which must interest him?”

“Like what?”

“Well”—she tried to think—“such as the events of world? Napoleon’s exile and such.”

“I bring him the London papers when they arrive.”

“What about…oh…the events of the estate?”

“I tell him what he needs to know.”

Perhaps Garth had justification for worry. Perhaps Lord Rand had slipped into a decline of sorts. She assessed Jasper again. “So he depends on you completely. You care for him when he has no nurse in residence. Tell me about his condition.”

“He can’t walk.”

Jasper’s bluntness bordered on rudeness, but Sylvan wasn’t offended. If he had been at Waterloo, then he’d treated the wound that downed Lord Rand, and he knew more about his state than anyone else. Jasper had already proved he felt protective of the family. Perhaps the tale of the ghost had been nothing but a fiction to scare her away.

“What’s that?” She pointed at a smudge of dark smoke that rose along the horizon.

“The mill.”

“What mill?”

“The cotton mill.”

“On Clairmont lands?” She stared at the smoke, tracing it until it dissipated in the high winds that tore the clouds to tatters. “Impossible. Dukes don’t indulge in trade.” Surely not the pleasant, handsome Garth. “Only merchants do. Then they buy a barony and put their daughter on the marriage mart, seeking a title to match their fortunes.”

“Well, I don’t know about that, miss. I only know about His Grace.”

What a clam! she thought in exasperation. She might as well have indulged in curiosity. Jasper wouldn’t tell her a thing.

The gig rattled along the rutted track. They drove through a cultivated hollow where men plowed the soil and pressed seed in place, then into a pleasant country village with a few shops and homes. It looked clean and prosperous, the kind of place Sylvan had imagined existed but had never seen.

The blacksmith examined her as they drove by, then raised a hand in welcome, and she waved back.

A homecoming.

“We’re starting the ascent to the manor.” Jasper pointed with his whip. “If ye’ll look up as we go around this corner, ye’ll catch yer first glimpse.”

She did, and no etiquette could stop her exclamation of “Mercy!”


The house straddled the rocky hilltop like a Gothic battleship defying the elements. Each succeeding duke evidently had a different idea of style and good taste, and some of them must have been, as Jasper claimed, mad. The hodgepodge of chimneys, windows, and carvings tried but could not distract from the exterior jumble of gray stone, sandstone, and marble.

“It looks,” Sylvan said in wonder, “as if a giant child kicked over its blocks, then tried to reassemble them.”

“Most visitors are in awe.” Jasper’s spine straightened beneath the black coat.

“In awe.” Immense stands of horse chestnut and mountain ash whisked past, then the hedges. They rounded the bend and the house showed itself in its full glory. Nothing about it resembled her father’s new house, which had been designed and decorated by the finest craftsmen in England, but somehow Clairmont Court welcomed her—her, the daughter of a merchant. They pulled up to a series of broad steps that led to the terrace and then into the house, and she stared at the towering structure. “I am in awe. I have never seen anything remotely resembling this. It’s chaotic. It’s barbaric. It’s—”

A wooden chair crashed through a tall, narrow ground-floor window and skidded across the terrace.

“Likely to get worse,” Jasper finished for her. “He must have heard you were coming.”

Boys ran to the horses’ heads while a deep voice raged from within the house. “A woman? You got me a hen-hearted woman?” A glass statue followed the chair, but through a different window, and shards sparkled like rain on a cloudless day.

Jasper leaped from his perch and ran up the steps, forgetting his duty to Sylvan, but she didn’t mind. All the better to get a grasp on the situation.


Bracing herself, she descended from the carriage. She pulled off her gloves and her cornet bonnet, ran her hands through her hair, and fluffed it out.

The ragged edges of one window broke in a series of shattering protests as a stick, probably a cane, punched it out. “What the hell do you think to accomplish with a woman?”

“Give me that!” The sound of a scuffle carried clearly through the open window.

“That’s right, steal from a crippled man.”

“If you’d wait to meet her…”

Sylvan recognized Garth’s voice, but more than that, she recognized the other voice. When she had known it before, it had been lightly contemptuous, unwillingly attracted. Now the tone had changed, but she remembered it from her experience on the battlefield and in the hospital. She’d heard it in every soldier’s voice as he was carried, screaming, to the surgeon for amputation.

Rage and pain, disgust and fear.

She didn’t want to face those raw emotions again. She’d spent the last eleven months trying to forget, while knowing she never would.

Run away! her mind urged. Run before your foolish compassion traps you here.

But her feet moved forward.

Call Jasper and tell him you’ve changed your mind. Run away!

Slowly, she mounted the stairs, and all the while Rand’s voice raged and Garth admonished. A vase full of flowers flew out the window and broke so close the water wet her shoes and splashed her dress. Lord Rand must have seen her and was aiming now.

It was a clear sign she should leave, but instead she picked up one of the fragrant wild roses and walked on, hiding her apprehension with a calm expression. The expression she had perfected on the battlefield.

At the door, Jasper gestured heartily. “Come in, miss. Hurry! I’ve never seen him like this, and maybe when he realizes what a lovely lady ye are, he’ll remember his society manners.”

Sylvan could have laughed at Jasper’s naïveté, except it showed how little the invalid was understood.

Her appearance wouldn’t calm the beast, it would provoke him, for no man liked to be weak and helpless before a woman.

She really ought to leave before she stepped inside the house, but as she hesitated, she again experienced a moment of warmth, of homecoming. Clairmont Court sucked her in, and she stepped across the threshold.

“Take your outer garments, miss?” A broad-beamed maid bobbed a curtsy as Sylvan removed her pelisse and handed over her gloves and hat.

“Thank you,” Sylvan said. The wide marble entry stretched all the way to the stairs, and doors opened onto it. One doorway seemed to bulge as two men and three ladies peered at her. Sylvan’s dragging feet slid to a halt.

An attractive woman of perhaps fifty years complained in high-pitched exasperation. “I told Garth this was a bird-witted idea. I don’t know why he doesn’t listen to me.”

“Perhaps, Mama, because he’s the duke and you’re only a duke’s sister-in-law.”

Sylvan glanced sharply at the young man who stood patting his mother’s hand as they stood in the doorway of a salon.

He grinned and winked. “James Malkin, at your service, and my mother, Lady Adela Malkin.”


“Why shouldn’t he have a nurse?” Sylvan asked the lady.

“We don’t need a female nurse,” Lady Adela corrected. “You’re no doubt sweet-natured and gentle, but all the other nurses have treated him tentatively, when what he needs is some sense knocked into him.”

“He’s not a bad boy. He’s just having trouble adjusting.” The whispery voice belonged to a soft-faced, silver-haired woman dressed in the height of fashion.

Another roar of animosity blasted down the hallway, and Lady Adela flinched. “If he doesn’t gain control, he’ll have to be put away.”

“Put away! Oh, Adela, how could you?” The second woman—Rand’s mother, Sylvan surmised—lost the battle for composure as two large tears rolled down her face.

“Is that really likely?” Sylvan asked James, rather than the two ladies.

“Not at all,” James said stoutly. “But I have to agree with m’mother. We’ve all tried kindness and he just gets angrier. Perhaps a bit of a jolt would help.”

A bit of a jolt. She thought about that and started walking again. Jasper’s boots clomped on the polished floors, leading her to the corridor that turned to the left, then to a door that looked as if it belonged to a study—a study that had been converted into a downstairs bedroom. Taking an audible breath, he opened it and held it wide.

The door. When she entered, she would be committed. As she hesitated, a candle hit the edge of the door, followed by a barrage of six more that bounced off the opposite wall. Jasper dodged while counting, then pronounced, “That’s all on that candelabra, miss. Ye’re safe for the moment.”


So Sylvan sailed in.

She ignored the books on the floor and the shelves that showed broken-tooth gaps. She ignored the overturned furniture and the remnants of every ornament that had formerly decorated the shattered room. She ignored the red-faced duke of Clairmont, who held a cane clutched in his fist and muttered apologies. She looked only at the occupant of the chair with wheels.

Rand’s eyes gleamed with demonic intensity as he examined her. His black hair stood in clumps over his skull, as if he’d been tearing at it. The wheeled cane chair must have been built especially to fit his wiry frame and long legs.

She knew they were long, because he wore a black silk robe. A robe hemmed so it wouldn’t drag on the floor as he wheeled himself around. A robe that tied at the middle and revealed, only too clearly, that he wore trousers and nothing else.

He flaunted himself. One side of the robe had slipped over his shoulder, showing the development of a man forced to use his arms constantly. His chest was similarly muscular, and when she jerked her gaze back to his face, she found him maliciously laughing at her.

Did he think she’d never seen a half-naked man before?

“By Jove, Rand, cover up.” Garth rushed forward and tried to adjust Rand’s robe over his chest.

Rand shoved him away, still challenging Sylvan with his gaze. Only his hands betrayed his true agitation, for they gripped the two large hardwood chair wheels with white-knuckled dedication.

She had no attention to spare for Garth. She had no attention to spare for anyone but the man who rejected himself by rejecting her. Handing him the prickly stemmed rose with a flourish, she said, “For a cripple, you’re not a bad-looking fellow.”

He accepted it, then flung it away. “For a nurse, you look almost normal.”

She grinned.

He grinned back.

She wondered which of them bared their teeth with more challenge. “What obnoxious behavior,” she marveled. “Have you been practicing it long?”

His smile dipped a little. “No doubt I shall perfect it in the short interval of your visit.”

“This is not a visit,” she said crisply. “If I wished to visit, I would stay with someone of breeding and good manners. Instead, I am an employee, and as such must earn my wages.”

His nostrils flared, his mouth compressed. “I dismiss you.”

“You cannot. You did not hire me.”

In one violent motion, he picked up a book and sent it flying out of an upper window. It crashed. She flinched, and he chortled. The sound irritated her and confirmed her tentative evaluation. Adela was right. This man needed something. Something different. Something besides tender care and gentle handling, and if he didn’t behave, she was the woman to give it to him.

In blatant challenge, Rand threw another book out an upper window, and this time part of the pane exploded into the room. Garth cursed and jumped backward. Rand shook it off like a dog shaking off water. Shards rained into Sylvan’s hair, and when she brushed it with her fingers, one came away bloody.

“Oh, Miss Sylvan.” Garth stepped forward, his boots crunching the glass into bits, his expression a mixture of mortification and disappointment. “Let me have Betty look at that.”

“No!” By Rand’s smirking face, she knew Garth was giving up already. “I just didn’t realize what Lord Rand desired. Now I do, and I will never forget.” She had the satisfaction of seeing Rand’s smile slip. “Lord Rand, if you wanted fresh air, you had only to ask. Breaking out the windows seems excessive, but it makes my duties easier when you express yourself so eloquently.” Determined, she walked toward him.

Warily, he backed up.

She effortlessly circled him and grasped the handles of the chair.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he said with a snarl.

“Taking you out for air.”

“Madam, you are not!”

He clutched the wheels with determination, but she jerked backward, then forward.

“Ouch!” He looked at his palms.

She pushed him toward the door, bumping over the books and crunching pieces of glass to dust. “You’ll survive.”

Grasping the wheels again, Rand held tight. The chair slowed to a crawl, but the spokes stubbed his fingers and the friction warmed his lacerated palms.

He couldn’t believe that the woman would do this. He hadn’t been outside for months. The doctors had suggested he should go out. His mother had coaxed, Aunt Adela had nagged, Garth and James had teased. But no one had dared treat him with such impunity.

Now this wisp of a woman pushed him out into the hall where everyone could stare at him. He clutched the wheels again, and they almost stopped. He could hear her panting behind him as she fought his strength. He could feel her warm breath in his hair and her chest against his back as she pressed her whole body against the chair, and he gloated.

She was failing. He would win, and the first battle counted most.

Then the chair jerked forward so hard it threw his hands into the air, and he slewed around.

Garth stepped away and dusted his fingers. “Go outside, Rand,” he said. “I wish I’d thought to do this myself.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.” The woman pushed him forward.

“But Your Grace, Lord Rand doesn’t want to go outside.”

Jasper sounded alarmed, and conversely, that made Rand more angry. His dedicated body servant, the man who’d accompanied him into battle, was nothing but an overprotective old woman who thought he could direct Rand’s life.

Everybody thought they could direct Rand’s life, including his brother and this half-pint nurse. The pressure of her body had been removed from Rand’s back, but Rand knew she was still there, still pushing. Pushing, pushing. Pushing him around the corner and into the main hall. Servants watched, peeking with phony discretion from corners and cubbyholes. His family watched openly, crowding together in the hall.

“Garth, dear. Rand, dear. Oh, dear.” His mother babbled while smiling valiantly.

“Good to see you, cousin.” James used that hearty, encouraging voice he’d used since Rand returned from war, a useless cripple. This was the first time Rand had ever disappointed him, and he had disappointed him bitterly. James hadn’t looked Rand in the eye since the battle of Waterloo.


“Rand.” Aunt Adela’s proper, well-bred tones rang like a church bell pealing over his head. “Cover yourself. You’re indecent!”

These days, nothing amused him so much as offending his aunt Adela, and her horror restored a bit of his equilibrium. He smirked offensively.

“There’s no talking to you, I see,” she scolded. “But at least think of Clover Donald and her saintly ways. She’s shocked.”

Rand saw the vicar’s wife peeking at him from far inside the room. She was a mouse, too timid to do more than catch a glimpse as she stood behind his mother, Aunt Adela, James, and the Reverend Donald himself.

“She probably hasn’t had such a good time in years,” Rand retorted, and waved. “Greetings, sweetheart.”

Tall, blond, and dressed all in black, Bradley Donald took his ministry seriously, especially as it concerned his cowering wife. Whirling, he clapped his hand over Clover’s eyes. “Sinful,” he declared.

Rand relaxed as they wheeled past.

That had been fun.

Then he saw Jasper, mouth puckered tight, holding the front door wide.

Dear God, he was really going outside.

He, who had loved to walk and ride, was going outside in a wheelchair. He was going out with a nurse, like some defenseless worm who needed protecting.

He, who had been the strongest of the brothers. He, who had been the fastest, the most energetic, the one on whom all familial hopes had been pinned. He was going outside, and everyone was going to see him. Laugh at him.

“Please,” he muttered, gripping the arms of the chair.

She wheeled him through the door and into the sunshine as if she hadn’t heard.


Maybe she hadn’t. Maybe her hearing had saved him from sounding as pathetic as he looked.

The wind struck him sharply, but the sunshine felt good on his face, not to mention his legs and chest. Two of the hounds rose and stretched, then came forward to snuffle at his hands. Petting them was a forgotten pleasure, for they weren’t allowed in the house.

And really, how many strangers could see him as he sat on the terrace?

“Please, bring me my outer garments,” the woman instructed the hovering servants. “Then pick up the chair and, if you would be so kind, carry it down the stairs.”

He looked around and realized she was referring to his chair.

“What the hell are you planning?” he said in a snarling tone.

“I thought we’d go for a walk.” That woman took her bonnet from the maid and tied it under her chin. “I fancy a look at the Atlantic.”

Garth didn’t blink. He acted as if Rand regularly wheeled himself around the countryside, flaunting his helplessness so everyone could point and laugh. Rand’s beloved brother betrayed him with a gesture to Jasper. “Take him down the stairs.”

Rand waited for Jasper to object again, but he had the proper respect for the duke of Clairmont.

Gesturing to two of the footmen, Jasper said, “Each of ye take a wheel.” He leaned forward. “I’ll lift the footrest.”

Rand knocked him with his fist.

Jasper landed on his rear on the stone. Rand shot backward from the impact. When he regained control, he saw Jasper clutching his mouth and the two footmen cowering.

Lowering his hand, Jasper examined his palm and saw blood, then wiggled his two front teeth. “Haven’t lost that punishing right, Lord Rand.”

“Try to pick me up again, and you’ll see my left.”

Jasper spoke reproachfully through swelling lips. “Now, Lord Rand, I’m just doing me duty.”

Rand could scarcely see through the red mist before his eyes. “Your duty is to obey me.”

Sylvan pulled on her gloves. “You’re acting like a slavering dog.”

“And you’re acting like a bitch.”

The wind sang with its elemental voice, the dogs licked themselves, but everything else fell silent.

At the door, Garth groaned. “Oh, Rand.”

Rand loved his brother. He really did. He knew that Garth had only his best interests at heart, but Garth didn’t—couldn’t—comprehend the despair and mortification that trapped Rand.

No one understood, but Rand hated to humiliate Garth with such a breach of manners. In truth, he had humiliated himself. Yet he wouldn’t admit it. Not and see that woman simper. “Well, she is,” Rand snapped.

“I’ve been called worse.” Apparently unperturbed, that woman donned her pelisse. “And by better men.”

Did nothing rattle her?

Jasper reached out and touched the footrest of the wheelchair, and when Rand did no more than glare, he nodded to the footmen. Silent, they carried Rand off the terrace, across the driveway, and onto the path that wound to the sea.

“Just go that direction, miss.” Stiff with disapproval, Jasper pointed toward the patch of blue that shone beyond the trees. “’Tis a fairly good path, so ye’ll have little trouble, but don’t drop too far down toward the beach or ye’ll have a time hoisting Lord Rand back up.”


She moved to her place at the back of the wheelchair. “Thank you, Jasper.”

“You’ve charmed my brother, have you?” Rand asked sharply. “You’ll not charm me.”

“I doubt the effort would be worth the results.” She shoved the chair forward with one violent push, then, despite her diminutive stature, kept it rolling along the track.

Through the generations, the dukes of Clairmont and their families had ridden along this path, their horses wearing a rut through the smooth lawn and around bright, blooming peonies. The wheels of the chair bounced along, straddling the groove, and Rand bounced with it, experiencing the discomfort with grim triumph.

Some nurse this woman was, treating her patient with such cavalier disinterest. She was probably nothing more than one of those hussies who drank their patients’ whiskey, administered medicine when they remembered, and whored with the patients who had money.

Too bad she couldn’t whore with him. He’d give a lot to get that smug little face on a pillow. He’d show her who was in command.

At least…he’d have shown her at one time.

They reached the top of the gentle cliff that led to the beach. He’d been climbing down it since he was a toddler. The first part of the path was nothing more than a dip, really, coming to a broad flat place where he had sat many a time. But after that the path descended rapidly, twitching to the left, then the right, in sharp curves that made the descent possible for those with the legs to walk.

He’d once loved this spot. Now he clutched the wheels and glanced fearfully around. The cliffs closed the beach off in both directions, baiting the trap for fools who ignored the tide. Boulders pocked the sand, beckoning him as a bloody sacrifice. The ocean licked eagerly at the beach, sucking up the land.

“How beautiful.”

Her words were nothing but an exhalation, but he heard them. He gazed again, squinting against the glare of the sun. He’d seen it that way once.

She stepped up beside him. “I can see forever.”

He looked at her, and realized he could see forever, too. The wind made that possible as it blew the fine blue cotton of her dress against her body, molding every curve. She looked as if some man-elf, far gone with drink, had put her together as his ideal. She was petite, short enough that her head would fit under Rand’s chin—if he could stand.

But she wasn’t skinny. Nice curves. She was pretty, too. Not beautiful, but striking. Even in repose, her face told him that she liked to laugh, for the fine lines around her wide mouth and wide eyes slanted up. But her hair—was that blond or white that slipped among the brown strands?

“How old are you?” he demanded.

“I’m twenty-seven years old.” She answered his question coolly, and asked right back, “How old are you?”

Then he remembered he wasn’t supposed to ask a woman her age. It had been so long since he was made to be polite to anyone, so long since he cared what anyone thought of him, that he had forgotten even that rudimentary rule. But he refused to apologize for such a minor infraction.

He’d done so much worse these last few months, and to people he loved.

“I’m thirty-six years old, going on one hundred.”

“Aren’t we all?”

The birds catapulted on the wind. She studied them, and he studied her. So white did mark her hair. Her skin glowed like that odd-shaped pearl his mother wore on special occasions, and her big green eyes sparkled as if she’d laughed her whole life, but at some time, for some reason, tears had etched betraying lines into the delicate skin.

“Let’s go there.” She pointed to the flat place down on the first rise.

“No.”

“We could lean against the rock and it’ll protect us from the wind.”

“You’d never get me back up.”

She let her gaze linger on him. “With those muscles, you could get yourself back up.”

Suddenly, he realized the wind revealed more than her shape. It revealed his, too. What he had brazenly flaunted in the house seemed flagrant exhibitionism now. What was he doing on the cliffs in a robe?

He wrapped the flaps over his chest and tugged the tie at his waist. Then the chair moved, headed down the path under her guidance.

“Don’t!”

He reached for the wheels, but she returned quickly, “Don’t! I’ll lose control.”

Lose control. Oh, God, that nightmare phrase. He froze as she guided him down the gentle dip, and they came to a stop on the flat stone. She backed him up so he rested in a hollow. Removing her pelisse, she folded it and placed it on the ground, then sat at his feet.

She didn’t say a word. He couldn’t say a word. He was in danger here, he knew it. It was too open, too wild. This exposure whipped his skin raw, dried up his lungs, and chilled his soul.

Yet Sylvan’s wide mouth, which looked as if it should be in a constant motion of smiling and speaking, remained serene. Her hands rested in her lap, palms up. The incongruous lines in her face smoothed, and she watched the Atlantic as if her salvation existed in its depths.

She’d placed herself to block his chair.

She was saving him from himself.

At one time, he had come here when life became too frenetic, when he needed to make peace with the wildness of his soul. Now the predictability of the breaking waves began to work on him. The seabirds’ calls, the salt tang on his tongue…The tight knot in his stomach loosened. For the first time in months, he didn’t think, he didn’t feel, he simply was.

And what made it better was that his companion seemed likewise affected.

Yet when she looked at him, he realized she felt compassion for him.

He was sick of pity. “What the hell’s your name?” he demanded.

“Sylvan.”

“Sylvan what?”

“Sylvan Miles.”

That sounded vaguely familiar, and he glared. “Do I know you?”

Light and shadow danced across her face as if it were the land beneath a cloud-specked sky. The very lack of expression in her voice told him much. “We danced once.”

Remembrance hit him in the gut.

She had been in Brussels before Waterloo, like so many other English ladies. They’d made a mockery of the greatest battle in modern Europe with their parties and soirees, and Sylvan had been in the middle, flirting with every man, captivating them all, laughing and gossiping, dressing in the most stylish costumes, riding a fine steed, and…dancing.

Ah, yes, how well he remembered.

“By God.” Rand struck the arm of his chair with his fist. “You were with Hibbert, the earl of Mayfield. You’re Hibbert’s mistress.”

Her serenity shattered, she jumped to her feet. “Don’t you call me that.”

“Why not? It’s true.”

“No, it’s—” She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them. Quietly, she said, “No, it is not.”

By Jove, he had her now. She was sensitive about her past, as well she should be. “You’re the same as every other female nurse,” he said with relish. “Loose with your morals. But you weren’t a nurse when you were with Hibbert.” Tapping the arm of his chair, he used his ugliest, most insinuating tone. “He wasn’t married, and until you, he’d never kept a woman.”

She lowered her head like a bull about to charge. “Hibbert was my dearest friend, and I’ll listen to no slander about him.”

“Why would I slander Hibbert? I liked him, and he died a hero on the battlefield of Waterloo.”

“Which is more than you did.” She made her own tone derogatory when she said, “Your brother has never married, either. He’s a duke, he needs an heir, and he must be nigh on to forty years old.”

Oh, ho. That explained everything. She was a fortune hunter, like every other woman who pretended interest in Clairmont Court. He reared back in his chair. “Did you come here to catch a duke? Because I warn you—”

“No, I warn you.” She took a breath. “Don’t say another word.”

“I won’t let you make my brother’s life a misery. I’ll tell Garth the truth—that you’re a whore of the first water.”

Wheeling around, she started up the path, and he watched with savage satisfaction. He’d chased her off, the little tart, and—“Hey, wait!”

She turned back, a tight smile on her lips.

“You can’t leave me here.”

“Oh, can’t I?”

“Dammit!” He maneuvered his chair in a half-circle. “I can’t get back by myself.”

“Can’t you?”

“You know I can’t.”

“You should have thought of that before you insulted me.” She twitched the material of her skirt. “I’ll see you at the house.”

Raw fury and fear bludgeoned him. “I’ll see you in hell.”

“I already know that territory.” She nodded congenially. “If we must meet in hell, I’ll run circles around you there, too.”

He stared as she walked away. Walked away! His only consolation was the clear outline of her buttocks, molded by the wind, as she strode toward the house, and even that was no solace—or shouldn’t have been. Without wanting to, he appreciated that trim outline.

And why not? If he did what must be done, it would be his last memory.

Turning himself again, he gazed at the sea.

After all, what better place to put an end to the one and only madman the Malkin family had ever produced?
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Rand’s gaze burned through Sylvan’s gown as he used the assistance of the wind to see what should be hidden. She knew it was so, although she refused to look back. Instead, she whipped up her anger at his incredible rudeness. Rand had to learn, and immediately, that he couldn’t treat her so offensively. No relationship could exist between them until respect prevailed, and she had seized the first opportunity to teach it to him. This wasn’t cruelty, it was instruction.

But what if he really couldn’t get up the slope?

She pressed her hands to her mouth.

What if he were so far gone he refused the challenge? What if he slipped backward and plunged…

She slowed and almost turned back, but she could still feel his animosity lapping at her. He was angry and hostile but surely not suicidal. No, she was doing the right thing. She strode into the sparse growth of trees on the manor house lawn.


She knew when Rand lost sight of her. The heat of his regard disappeared, and in its place the wind chilled her. She’d left her pelisse behind, and she hesitated. That would be a good excuse to return and check on him.

That would ruin all her progress thus far.

“Sylvan!”

She looked up with a frown and found Rand loping toward her.

Rand? No, Garth. She placed a hand on her suddenly thumping heart. She hadn’t realized how much the brothers resembled each other.

Yet they didn’t. Their height appeared to be much the same, but Garth sported a slight paunch which Rand, even with his forced inactivity, had avoided. Their features were almost identical, but Garth’s brown eyes watched those around him placidly.

It had been that quality that convinced Sylvan to come to Clairmont Court. She’d never met a man who’d set her at ease so immediately, or who so intuitively saw her dilemma at home.

“Sylvan, I’ve been watching for you. Where’s Rand? It’s all uphill from the cliff. Weren’t you able to push him back? I’ll just go after him.”

He chatted, this man who had impressed her with his quiet stolidity, and she realized his anxiety for his brother. Quickly, she moved to intercept him.

“I left him on the cliff.”

“You what?” His slow smile faded. “You left him…on purpose?”

“He was rude and surly.” She tucked his hand into the crook of her arm and tried to drag him forward. “He’s got to learn he can’t insult me.”

Hanging back, he glanced down the path as if expecting to see Rand. “He’s always rude and surly since his injury. I did warn you—”

“No, you didn’t.” Looking him in the eye, she said, “You said he was a broken man, totally overcome by his injury.”

His smile curved his lips just enough to be smug, and he pointed out, “I didn’t exactly say that. You jumped to that conclusion, and I didn’t correct you.”

Remembering the interview between the two of them, she grudgingly conceded he was right. He had insinuated much and said little, leaving her imagination to do the rest. These were intelligent men, these Clairmonts, and she would do well to remember it in her dealings with them. “Very well. I jumped to conclusions, and you did likewise. You want your brother to overcome his bitterness, I think, and I will do what I can to return him to you as a normal, functioning human being. When you came to my home and convinced me to help Lord Rand, you gave me free hand, remember? You promised—”

“I know what I promised, but I didn’t expect you would leave him exposed to the elements overnight.”

“Neither did I, but desperate circumstances require desperate measures.”

They stared at each other, neither willing to give way.

“I won’t let you kill him,” Garth insisted.

“But it would be such a tidy reprieve.” Garth gasped, and she pressed him. “You wouldn’t have to bear the tantrums and the rudeness and the disappointment of seeing your brother reduced to a cripple.”

“How dare you? I want my brother regardless of his condition!”

His outrage revealed very clearly why he had resorted to deception to get her to Clairmont Court. He would have done anything to bring her, for he would do anything for his brother. She reminded him, “He’ll be more agreeable when he’s housebroken.”

“But I’m not going to have him put down, regardless of our success!”

“Good,” she said mildly.

His eyes narrowed as he realized how she had tricked him, and he rubbed his face with stained hands. “You’re a clever miss.”

“I’ll need free rein to train Lord Rand, when he’s been resourceful enough to train all of you.” Garth chortled, not at all offended, and she asked, “How long until sunset?”

“Probably three hours.”

“If he’s not in sight in two hours, we’ll send someone to get him.”

“You mean you think he can get himself back up to the manor without help?”

“What do you think?”

“I think he…well, I think…” Garth paused. “I always said Rand could do anything he set his mind to. I guess it’s a question of whether he’ll set his mind to staying there, or coming home.”

“I don’t know your brother well, but my guess is he’ll stay on the cliffs until he’s chilled, then come back on his own schedule.” She smiled. “Just to show me he can.”

Garth scratched the back of his head. “You might be good for Rand.”

She dipped in a curtsy. “Thank you, kind sir.”

“You might be good for all of us.”

She didn’t appreciate that comment as she should. It recalled Rand’s accusation on the cliff—that she’d come to win a duke. She stepped forward with determination. “He looks very strong.”


“He is. He hates this helplessness, and he insists on doing everything possible for himself.”

“Then you think he can make it back?”

“Oh, yes.”

“And you don’t think—” she hesitated, hating to put the thought into his mind, but she needed more reassurance than her own instincts, “he would consider throwing himself off the cliff?”

Garth laughed out loud. “Rand? Never. Rand thrives on a challenge, always has. As I told you when I met you before—and coaxed you here—I’m surprised he’s still so disturbed about his condition. It doesn’t seem consistent with his character, somehow, but I suppose none of us knows how long the process of recovery should take. Do we?”

She could see the manor clearly now. Someone had placed boards over the shattered windows in Rand’s room, but even with that bizarre addition the structure no longer looked like an architect’s experiment. It looked only like a place to rest. “I certainly don’t.”

A couple came out onto the terrace. Sylvan recognized the dark clothes of the vicar she’d seen inside, and she presumed the woman to be his wife. He held her firmly as she stumbled down the stairs, and Sylvan wondered if she drank.

Garth insisted, “You know more than anyone, so Dr. Moreland says.”

When the couple gained the flat ground, the vicar shook his wife, then marched her down the drive with the firmness of a perturbed father. Sylvan didn’t envy the wife—she’d dealt with her own perturbed father. “Dr. Moreland was a sneak to tell you that.”

“He said he’d never seen a woman work so hard to heal the wounded, and he’d never seen anyone, man or woman, who had a better instinct for the workings of an amputee’s mind.”

The couple disappeared from sight, and Sylvan banished them from her thoughts. “Your brother’s not an amputee. From what I saw today—and I saw quite a bit—he has everything he was born with.”

Garth reddened from his chin to his hairline, and she saw one more difference between the brothers. Garth’s forehead was quite a bit higher than Rand’s—his hair had lost the battle of Waterloo, and now made its long retreat.

With a gulp, Garth said, “I’m sorry about his…ah…lack of proper clothing today. He loves to offend our aunt Adela with his outrageous behavior, and removing his shirt is his new tactic.”

“From the little bit I heard from your aunt Adela, offending her would pleasure a saint.” He stopped and stared at her, and she realized she’d overstepped the bounds of courtesy. “Forgive me, Your Grace. It was insufferably rude of me to speak so of your aunt. If you would make allowances for my travel-weary mind—”

He cackled. “Pleasure a saint, eh? I confess, it pleasures me, and I’m no saint. When we were boys, Rand and I used to have contests to see who could best offend Aunt Adela. Of course, I always won, for as duke, whatever I did counted more than whatever he did. And whatever James did, poor cousin, counted more than whatever I did, for he is third in line for the dukedom—and, most important, her son.”

“That must be a difficult role to fulfill.”

“It weighs on him. She would do anything to advance his cause, and he would do anything to make her happy and keep her from nagging.” Abashed, he asked guiltily, “But you never properly met any of them, did you?”


“There wasn’t time.” Mounting the steps to the terrace, she kept one hand on the rail to steady herself.

He summed her up shrewdly. “You never changed from your journey nor took refreshment. Betty will have my head for this.”

“Betty?”

“My…the housekeeper. She bosses us all—except Aunt Adela, of course. Aunt Adela knows what’s proper, but Betty knows what’s hospitable.” Cupping her elbow in his hand, he led her up the stairs and tried to move her to the house, but she resisted.

“I think I would like to sit out here,” she said. “Just until Lord Rand comes into sight.”

“I’ll watch for him,” Garth volunteered.

“I think not.” She sank into one of the chairs set about the terrace to take advantage of the afternoon sun. The light struck her directly on the face, and the warmth the seat had absorbed prowled through her gown until it sank into her bones. “You’d go after him, or at the least hover anxiously.”

“I confess.” He lifted his hands. “I am anxious.”

“He’s not a child.” She leaned her head back and thought how pleasant it would be to fall asleep. Her anticipation at meeting Lord Rand had disturbed her the night before, and the night before that, she’d been awake anticipating the trip. “He shouldn’t be spoiled like one.”

“So I have repeatedly said.” Lady Adela swept onto the terrace. Dressed as if she were attending a fashionable tea, she came to a halt before Sylvan. “I didn’t greet you properly when James introduced us. I bid you welcome to Clairmont Court.”

Garth’s eyes narrowed, and he called, “Mother, come out so you, as duchess, can greet our guest.”

It was the cut direct, but Lady Adela nodded. “Quite right. I shouldn’t have thrust myself before the dowager duchess.”

“Not at all.” Lady Emmaline Malkin stepped onto the terrace and shaded her eyes against the setting sun. “I don’t mind, you know that, Adela.”

“Emmie, you’re the dowager duchess, and you have the right—”

“I know, but I don’t want to thrust myself—”

“You’re wrong, dear. You should—”

Garth cut them off with a gesture. “Ladies, if you would please let me finish—”

“Garth, our guest hasn’t even taken tea yet.” Lady Emmie, petite and concerned, bustled over. “You can’t drag out these courtesies.”

From Garth’s shrug, Sylvan deduced the greetings were over.

Lady Emmie’s gaze darted around. “Er…where is Rand? I didn’t see you pushing him when you arrived.”

Sylvan’s worst suspicions were confirmed. The family had had their noses pressed to the windows the entire time she walked with Rand, and they hovered now in expectation of some further tragedy. Her failure to bring him back, she feared, would be viewed as catastrophic.

Garth stepped in before she could speak. “Rand’s making his own way back, Mother. Sylvan thought it would be salutary for him to learn how much he can do.”

Lady Emmie’s mouth moved without a sound.

“Remember, Mother, we discussed this,” Garth said. “Sylvan knows better than any of us what is right for Rand.”

If only that were true. Sylvan hoped her dismay at their misplaced confidence didn’t show.


But Lady Emmie recovered with all the grace of a true-born English lady. “Won’t you come inside, dear Sylvan? May I call you Sylvan?”

“I’d be honored, Your Grace, but I prefer to stay out here, thank you.” And cast fearful glances toward the sea.

“Then we’ll stay with you.”

“I’d rather you didn’t, Your Grace. I hate to have Lord Rand think anyone is apprehensive about his ability to return.”

As if she didn’t hear, Lady Emmie sank onto a sofa-length seat, her ample bosom sloshing within the constraints of her low-cut bodice. Sylvan held her breath, waiting for the gelatinous creatures to lap over the edge, but the lady seemed to have them well-trained, for they settled as she did.

Sylvan tried again. “Really, Your Grace, I’d prefer—”

“I hear you say we’ve been spoiling Rand.” Rand’s mother touched the fichu that hung around her neck, then tucked it into her cleavage. “We haven’t spoiled him. We just—”

“Emmie, don’t be a fool.” Lady Adela sat beside Lady Emmie. “You’ve spoiled him terribly.”

“I’ve spoiled him? I think I’m not alone in this.”

“You don’t mean to insinuate I’ve spoiled him?”

“No, not you. You’ve always maintained a proper distance. But what about your son?”

“Oh.” Lady Adela sighed so that Sylvan knew the despair of a woman whose son had failed her. “James.”

“You called, Mother?” James sauntered out.

Malkin blood must run strong in the veins, Sylvan thought, noting the family resemblance between James and his cousins. But James displayed a freer quality, as if he’d escaped the burden of responsibility and reveled in his luck. He wore the finest tight pantaloons, tied his cravat in the most intricate knot, and had his brown hair cut into the latest style. His boots shone in the sun and a monocle hung from a chain around his neck. In town, he would have been a dandy. In the country, Sylvan had to wonder who the display was meant to impress.

“The nurse here, Sylvan…” Distracted, Lady Adela pursed her lips. “Young woman, where did you get that dreadful name?”

“My mother is a country girl living in London. She misses her home terribly, and when I was born she named me for a wood fairy.”

Lady Adela sniffed. “Common.”

“Yes,” Sylvan agreed. “She is.”

“That’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Lady Emmie said firmly. “Better good common English stock than some foreign material.”

“It’s the common stock which put the taint in Malkin blood.” Lady Adela gestured at the horizon where the smudge of factory smoke hovered. “And you see the results.”

“My son is not tainted,” Lady Emmie snapped.

“His ideas are a disgrace.”

“Enough!” Garth’s cultured drawl could sharpen with anger, and anger edged it now. “We’ve gone over this before, and I hardly think we need discuss it in front of Miss Sylvan.”

The ladies quieted at once, red staining both their faces as they stared stiffly out across the yard.

James broke the uncomfortable moment of silence. “Miss Sylvan, did you suggest we’ve spoiled Rand?”

Sylvan wanted to ask if the entire family listened at doors, but manners interfered. “I did.”

“So we’ve spoiled him,” James said. “Deserved it. Came back from Waterloo a hero.”


Pride strengthened Lady Adela’s spine. “So did you, my dear.”

“Oh, yes,” Garth said, sarcasm in his tone. “One of our national icons.”

Lady Adela sounded shocked at Garth’s cavalier comment. “James was very brave.”

James shrugged as if he could brush off Garth’s asperity. “Garth’s right, Mama. Nothing but one of the lesser players. M’ wound was slight.”

“Slight!” Lady Adela leaned forward and touched Sylvan’s knee. “He lost two of his fingers.”

“An amputation?” she asked him.

“Easier than that.” He wiggled the remaining digits on his right hand. “Shot off. Clean. No infection.”

“Did I see you in hospital?”

“Yes.” He grinned with diffident charm. “Glad to see I always make an impression on a lovely woman.”

“Be glad you didn’t.” She looked down at her own ten fingers, twining and retwining in her lap. “You don’t want to be one of the patients I remember.”

“Rest assured, ma’am, that no patient you helped will ever forget.” His fervent protestation brought her attention back to him, and he touched his brow in a salute.

His charming gesture warmed her, empty though she knew it to be.

“James is more guilty than any of us for spoiling Rand,” Lady Emmie said triumphantly. “He always worshiped Rand.”

“That doesn’t mean he spoiled him.”

“James always dressed like Rand. He took an interest in politics because of Rand. He even joined the army because of Rand.”

James sighed in embarrassment, and Sylvan bit back a smile.


Lady Adela harumphed and said, “Well, James is eleven years younger than Rand. I suppose there might have been some hero worship.”

“James wants to go back to London.”

“He can go back to London any time he pleases,” Lady Adela snapped. “Our fortune is ample to keep—”

“James can’t be important if he goes without—”

James’s stylish facade began to crumple beneath the vexation of their prolonged quarrel, and Sylvan interrupted in desperation. “No one has told me the nature of Lord Rand’s wound.” A silence followed, and she looked sharply at the ring of guilty, dismayed faces. She turned to Garth. “Lord Clairmont?”

He wiped his hand across his face, then looked toward the west. “I don’t see him yet.”

“Nor I,” Sylvan agreed. “Therefore this is the perfect time to describe the wound which resulted in his paralysis.”

“Did you say you wanted to wait for Rand alone?” Garth persisted.

“Yes, but—”

“We’ll leave you, then, and have tea sent out. Come, ladies.” Lady Adela and Lady Emmie jumped up with an obedience Sylvan found suspect, and when James would have remained, Garth said, “Come, James.”

For a brief moment, James seemed possessed of an ugly mood. Then with a gesture of resignation, he entered the house on his mother’s heels.

Garth lingered for a moment to promise, “You’ll get the cooperation you require, I vow.”

Then he whisked inside after them all, leaving Sylvan to wonder what they were hiding. She had seen most of Rand this day, and he’d looked whole and unscarred. Yet something had placed Rand in the wheelchair. What was it, and where had it occurred?


“Miss?” Sylvan turned to find the broad-beamed maid at her side. “I brought your tea. You have here a hearty supply of biscuits and cakes, made by our Italian confectioner.”

Sylvan gave a gurgle of laughter. “An Italian confectioner?”

A slip of a smile escaped the maid as she placed the tray on the narrow table and pushed it close to Sylvan. “Aye, miss. Isn’t that grand?”

“Grand enough.” Watching gratefully as the maid poured, she added, “I’m glad my father isn’t here, or we’d have to have an Italian confectioner working in our kitchen tomorrow.”

The maid’s quiet amusement died and she examined Sylvan with a keen eye. “You’re quality, then.”

“Oh, no.” Sylvan spread a snowy napkin in her lap. “I’m only rich. My father’s a merchant baron. By that I mean, he was a highly successful merchant, and he bought himself a barony.”

“Have you quarreled with him, that you’ve hired yourself out as a nurse?”

Her outspoken curiosity amazed Sylvan, and she examined the maid as thoroughly as the maid had examined her. She saw a tall woman of perhaps thirty-five, with strong, handsome features and a way of carrying herself that one seldom saw in a servant. Indeed, many a fine lady would have been pleased to have this woman’s bearing and dignity. “You must be Betty,” Sylvan said.

“That I am, miss. Mr. Garth told you about me?”

“Only that you boss them all, and that your hospitality is impeccable.”

Wrapping her hands in her apron, Betty smiled. Dimples creased her cheeks, and beneath the lace cap she wore an abundance of auburn curls that bobbed when she nodded. “Mr. Garth is ever free with his compliments.”

Sylvan sugared the tea and drank with wholehearted enjoyment. “Why do you call him Mr. Garth?”

Now Betty blushed. “Forgive me, I should not, but we’re of an age and we grew up together.”

The Malkin family, Sylvan concluded, could rightly be termed eccentric. Their housekeeper treated the duke with familiarity; the dowager and her sister-in-law disagreed like two children; they had a cotton mill on their land and their own ghost.

But then, they were of an old, noble family of large fortune, and eccentricity was acceptable. Sylvan had no such cushion to fall back on, and she answered Betty’s earlier query. “My father didn’t want me to come as a nurse, but His Grace made me an irresistible offer. His Grace promised that no one would bemoan my lost reputation while I remained under his roof.”

“You lost your reputation, miss?”

“I don’t like to brag”—Sylvan leaned closer to Betty, and Betty leaned forward to hear—“but I’m one of the most infamous women in England.”

Betty stared at her, round-eyed, then burst into laughter. “Perhaps so, miss, perhaps so.”

Stupidly, Sylvan felt almost hurt by Betty’s incredulity. “You don’t believe me?”

“Ah, miss.” Betty wiped her hands on her apron. “A lot of noblemen visit Clairmont Court during the course of a year, and I’ve learned the difference between a lost reputation and a corrupted soul.” Betty nudged the plate of biscuits closer to Sylvan’s elbow. “You’ve got a fineness about you I never sensed with those corrupted ones.”

“Nevertheless, my reputation is gone. I’m no longer invited to the parties of the ton, and any man who shows interest in me does so to sample the wares.”

Betty piled thin slices of plum cake and a variety of biscuits onto a china plate and pressed it into Sylvan’s hand. “So ’tis your father who mourns your reputation, miss?”

“Bitterly and often. He does everything bitterly and often.” Selecting a macaroon, Sylvan tasted it with approval. “Do you know the nature of Lord Rand’s wound?”

She thought she’d slipped in the query casually, but while Betty never changed expression, Sylvan felt the barrier go up. “He can’t walk.”

However eccentric the Malkins were, they obviously had the loyalty of their servants.

“But he can use that wheelchair,” Betty added, pointing across the lawn.

Sylvan looked, and she saw Rand, struggling to push himself up the path. “Thank God.” Her hand shook in a sudden palsy, and tea slopped onto the napkin in her lap.

Betty patted her shoulder, then she called, “Jasper!”

Jasper charged out the door so quickly, Sylvan knew he’d been waiting for their hail. She looked reproachfully at Betty, but Betty whispered, “He couldn’t hear us talking, miss.” Then, louder, she said, “The master’ll need help getting up the stairs. Best bring around your helpers.”

Jasper hastened to obey, and Sylvan said, “If you would, Betty, tell the family to play some cards, settle with a book, and greet Rand casually. He’ll not like it if he’s treated like a conquering hero for such a measly feat.”

“Do you think he’ll fancy having the family treat it casually, after months of having them jump at his every wish?” Betty demanded.


“Perhaps not.” Sylvan smiled. “But I prefer he be angered by lack of attention, not more.”

Betty placed her hands on her hips and looked Sylvan up and down. “Is nursing anything more than just common sense, miss?”

“No, but common sense isn’t that common, is it?”

“We’re going to get along fine, miss.” Betty bustled toward the house. “Just fine.”

Jasper and his crew reached Rand before he had wheeled himself across the drive, but with violent gestures he ordered them back. Sweat glued the strands of his dark hair together and dripped off his heavy eyebrows. It ran in trickles along the grooves of his frown and shone off his chest.

He ignored his state with imposing determination as he pushed himself across the driveway and to the bottom of the stairs. There he stopped and let Jasper and the footmen lift him. They carried the chair up to the terrace, then on his order, set it down in front of Sylvan.

If anything, his bitterness of spirit seemed to have deepened, and she would have sworn he hated her when he said, “I hope you’re happy, woman. You’ve proved me to be a coward, too.”
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Mortification burned like a live coal in his soul.

He’d been too gutless to push himself off the edge of the cliff.

As if he had anything to live for! A helpless deranged cripple. What further proof did he require of his own uselessness, his own madness?

That prissy little woman sat on the terrace, eating cakes and sipping tea and examining him as if he were an oddity.

Carefully, Sylvan blotted her lips with her napkin and stood. “You’ve taken a remarkable amount of air. I’m sure it exhilarated you. We’ll do it again tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Rand’s voice hit a high note he’d never reached before. “To—”

But his rage proved no match for his exhaustion. He was just too damned tired to throw another tantrum.

He removed her pelisse from his lap and viciously threw it in her face. Her teacup toppled when the sleeve hit it, and he had the pleasure of watching her scramble out of her chair to avoid the stream of dark liquid. Then he pushed his chair toward the door of the manor. Toward sanctuary. He rolled over the threshold, into the entry, and looked around.

Where was his mother? His brother? James, even Aunt Adela? Where were the people who cared about him, protected him?

Hearing voices, he wheeled his way to the study—and saw them.

His wonderful family, always so concerned about him, were playing cards. Chips were strewn across the table. Aunt Adela sat on the edge of her chair, and Lady Emmie held her cards with haphazard care. Garth struggled to loosen his already rumpled cravat, and James rearranged his hand as if that would change the spots.

To judge by their disheveled appearance, they had been playing the whole time he was gone.

“What the hell are you doing?” Rand boomed.

Everyone jumped as if his arrival startled them.

“By Jove, Rand, why don’t you take over for this numskull?” James asked. “He’s as slow at cards as he is at marriage.”

Garth reached over and cuffed his cousin. “At least I understand trump.”

With a restrained smile, Aunt Adela said, “Such unsportsmanlike conduct just because the ladies are winning.”

“La! A pleasure to win,” Lady Emmie said, then everyone bent to the cards once more, concentrating on everything but Rand.

Resentment boiled inside him. While he was struggling up the cliff, they’d been playing cards. They’d probably had a celebration at their first chance to get rid of him, cheered when that woman returned without him, and laid odds on his ability to return.

They pitched some cards on the table, then his mother chirped, “How was your walk, dear?”

His fury exploded. “Walk? Walk? I didn’t walk. Your legs have to work for you to walk.” He pointed at the useless limbs that used to carry him wherever he wanted to go. “I can’t walk.”

“I think your mother knows that,” said Sylvan’s voice behind him. “You don’t need to bludgeon her with the sorry facts of your life.”

Rand wheeled around, ready to attack, when Garth said, “It’s just a manner of speech, Rand. Mother meant—”

“I know what Mother meant.”

“Then don’t speak so rudely to the dowager duchess,” Aunt Adela said. “It’s not appropriate to her station, or yours.”

“Really, Adela, I don’t mind.” Lady Emmie smiled weakly, ever the peacemaker between Adela and her sons.

“I mind enough for both of us. If it weren’t for me, this family would fall into ramshackle practices and moral weaknesses.” Aunt Adela stared down her nose at Garth. “And even I am not bastion enough to stem the depravities of the current duke.”

“Oh, let’s not start that again.” Garth threw his cards on the table. “You know my reasons, Aunt Adela.”

“I’m going to bed,” Rand announced.

“That’s nice, dear.” Lady Emmie waved a feeble good-bye, all her attention concentrated on the developing quarrel.

Pointing at Rand as if he were an exhibit, Lady Adela said, “See, Garth, even your brother occasionally prevails over his demeaning infirmity.”

Rand heard Sylvan suck in a shocked breath, then she cried, “Demeaning? What’s demeaning about an injury taken in the line of duty?”

“It’s not as if he were actually hurt.” Lady Adela dismissed Sylvan and turned back to Garth. “Surely you, as duke—”

“Not actually hurt?” Sylvan’s fists clenched at her sides.

“Shut up,” Rand muttered.

“He’s in a wheelchair!”

“Just shut up.”

Losing patience, Lady Adela said, “He wasn’t wounded!”

Silence hit the room with a thud.

“For God’s sake, Mother.” James leaped to his feet and paced toward the window.

Lady Adela shriveled under everyone’s concentrated fury. “Well, somebody had to tell her.”

Sylvan shifted position subtly, but Rand could read her impatience. “So, somebody tell me.”

“What should I say?” Rand asked. “I can’t walk, and there’s not a mark on me.”

“Not true!” James whirled in anguish. “I saw you when you stumbled into Wellington’s presence. Covered with blood and bruises.”

Rand sneered. “Minor wounds.”

“Led charge after charge. Had three horses shot out from underneath you. After you lost your regiment, you scrapped like a madman. I fought clear across the battlefield, and I heard about your valor. An inspiration!”

“But I can’t walk.” Rand pushed his way into the center of the room, and everyone moved back. “If I’m such an inspiration, why can’t I walk?”

“You could if you just tried,” James insisted. “I know if you just tried—”


“Do you think I haven’t tried? Don’t you know how much I want to walk?” Rand took deep breaths to combat the constriction of his chest. “I’ve seen doctor after doctor, let them prod me and pour their vile concoctions down me. I’ve taken their stupid herb baths, and for what? To be as useless as I was before!”

“Please, dear.” Lady Emmie clasped her hands before her, crumpling the cards in her fists. “Don’t say that.”

“Useless?” Rand took a twisted pleasure in her pain. “Useless. Useless, useless, useless.”

“Rand.” Garth and Rand locked gazes. “The afternoon proved to be congenial without you. Don’t tempt us to discover what further enjoyment your absence might bring.”

Rand couldn’t believe his brother—his brother!—would threaten him in such a manner.

He flashed a glance of hatred at Sylvan. It was her fault. This whole, horrible afternoon was her fault.

“Boys, let’s not quarrel.” Lady Emmie laid a hand on Garth’s arm and lowered her voice. “Garth, we have to make allowances.”

“We’ve made allowances,” Garth said. “It’s time for life to go on. He’s hurt, he’s my brother, and I love him, but I’m tired of having him turn this house upside down night and day. Can’t we have some peace? At least until I’ve finished the mill? Can’t we just have some peace?”

Garth’s despair struck at Rand, building guilt where there had been only rage.

Is that what his injury had done? Driven his placid brother to the edge of control? Rand knew the burdens that the duke of Clairmont must bear. In addition, he knew Garth’s ambitions for their people, their lands.

He knew because Garth used to talk to him, exchange ideas, dream dreams. How long had it been since he listened to Garth?


He looked at James, and James looked away. He looked at Aunt Adela, and her mouth was knit so tight he knew she wanted to agree. He looked at his mother, and she sat wiping her eyes.

The silence this time stifled all thought.

“Have none of you heard of wind death?” Sylvan’s voice sounded calm, as if she saw theatrics such as this replayed every day.

“I—” James cleared his throat. “I have. It’s an old-fashioned term for…ah…when a soldier has no mark on his body, yet he’s dead.”

Sylvan nodded. “Surgeons used to believe that the wind of a passing bullet sucked the air from the soldiers’ lungs and they suffocated. Upon examination, it was proved that severe internal damage caused the deaths, leaving no external symptoms.”

“Are you suggesting that’s what happened to Rand?” Lady Adela asked.

“Not quite,” Rand answered. “I’m not dead, yet.”

“A trifling distinction, but important.” Sylvan sounded solemn, but Rand wondered. “I am suggesting there may be injury to the spine.”

Rand wanted to believe it. He wanted to, so badly, but he said, “Impossible. It wasn’t until I went to give my report to Wellington that I collapsed. I was unconscious for two days, and when I woke—” He pointed at his legs.

“Perhaps it wasn’t one particular injury which crippled you,” Garth suggested. “Perhaps all the injuries, coming one on top of the other, proved your downfall.”

“Or an accumulation of blood on your spine, and as time goes on, it’ll wash away. Walk again!” James’s excitement betrayed his desire.

“Anything’s possible,” Sylvan said gently. “But Rand needs to adjust to the situation as it exists, rather than looking for a miracle that may never happen.”

James still stared at Rand with those haunted, hungry eyes, and Rand felt the weight of his expectations chaining him to the chair. “Who’s going to help me adjust?” He sneered at Sylvan. “You?”

“Yes, her,” Garth said. “Rand—”

“Don’t you know who she is?”

Rand said it so nastily, Sylvan knew what he was going to reveal. Damn him. Couldn’t he have waited just one day? Couldn’t he have waited until she’d had some sleep?

“Nursing, I’m sure you’ll all agree, is one of the most disgraceful professions a woman can stoop to.”

The women averted their gazes, acknowledgment contained within their silence.

“Rand, this is unnecessary,” Garth said shortly.

“But for this woman,” Rand continued with relish, “nursing was a move up from the world’s oldest profession.”

“Rand.” Lady Emmie gasped. “You don’t mean…”

“Sylvan was the mistress of Hibbert, earl of Mayfield.”

He could have said much worse, Sylvan supposed. He could have claimed she walked the streets of Brussels, or that he had had intimate knowledge of her for a price. But the results were much the same.

Lady Emmie laid a hand on her heart, and Lady Adela drew herself away as if Sylvan’s mere presence contaminated the air. For just a moment, James viewed her with a kind of half-slobbering anticipation. Then he cleared his features and reverted to his previous courtesy.

Color flooded Garth’s face. Rand cast one triumphant glance at Sylvan, and she knew he thought he’d won.

“Why did you tell them that?” Garth stepped forward as if he wanted to pummel his own brother. “Did she make you do what you didn’t want to do? Did she make you realize what an ass you’ve been? Is that why you attacked her?”

Rand’s smile faded, and he shook his head as if he didn’t understand, and Sylvan knew he didn’t. He’d thought Garth would be as shocked as the rest of his family. He didn’t know that Garth had offered her sanctuary from just those accusations.

Rand said, “Aren’t you shocked? Don’t you think our mother has the right to know what kind of woman she’s dealing with?”

“You never used to be a hypocrite.” Garth put his hands on the arms of the wheelchair and leaned forward until his face was level with Rand’s. “I know you, Rand, and I know your tastes. You were jealous of Hibbert. You’re probably still jealous of Hibbert.”

“How the hell could I be jealous of a dead man?”

“He might be dead, but when he was alive he had what you wanted—”

“Garth!” Lady Emmie said, shocked.

“—what you still want. You’re nothing but a sniveling little coward.”

Sylvan moaned and covered her eyes. Rand was stupefied by the unexpected direction of this attack, but she was humiliated. How had Garth guessed so accurately about the desire that had united her and Rand in one short dance?

She remembered it even now. The bright room, overheated with the light of candles and the crush of human bodies. The music, a perfect waltz. The warmth of Rand’s touch on her back, the strength of his shoulder beneath her palm. Their two hands, clasped firmly. Their two gazes, brushing, meeting, avoiding and returning as the rhythm whirled them up off the floor and into a magic place where they were alone.

And when the waltz finished, his fingers lifting her chin, brushing her lips, promising her unknown delights.

He hadn’t asked her to dance again. She hadn’t wanted him to.

The contact had been so brief, none of the gossips had even noticed. No one had noticed except dear Hibbert, and he hadn’t lived beyond the next day.

“You dare?” Rand shouted.

Sylvan jumped, but he wasn’t shouting at her.

He jerked his chair from beneath Garth’s grasp. “Call me a coward?”

“Oh, you went to Waterloo and killed Frenchies for the safety of England,” Garth acknowledged. “But you’re afraid of the consequences. You’ve lived your whole life challenging injustice and brutality and walked away every time, the victor. Well, you’re the victor this time, too, but you had to pay a penalty. Get on with it, Rand! Stop wallowing in this self-pity and get on with it.”

Rand cast one flaming glance at his brother and wheeled around. If Sylvan hadn’t moved, he’d have run over her in his haste to flee, and she didn’t think he even noticed.

Garth touched her arm. “Don’t worry.”

She stared at him, uncomprehending.

“I’ll make it right with the ladies and James. They’ll treat you with the respect you deserve, I promise.”

She nodded stupidly.

Steering her toward the door and into the hallway, he said, “Betty will show you up to your room now.”

Betty stepped forward and took her arm, and Garth disappeared back into the study and shut the door.


“What a fuss, eh, miss?” Betty chatted as she led Sylvan up the grand staircase, down a wide hall, and through double doors. “But don’t you worry. Mr. Garth’ll straighten it out. We put your trunks in here. ’Tis the best suite in the women’s wing, except those which Her Grace and Lady Adela occupy, of course.”

Garth obviously hoped her living arrangements would ease the sting of her labor, for the door opened off the hall into a lavish sitting room decorated in shades of blue and gold. Chairs and a couch circled a massive fireplace where even now a fire blazed. A burnished table held a setting of china, and the windows were hung with brocade curtains. Through the open door she glimpsed a bedroom with a high curtained bed, another fireplace, and carpets to ward off the chill of the floor.

When Sylvan smiled and nodded, Betty continued, “We need to know if we should make arrangements for your abigail. Is she following later?”

“No. No, my father refused to let me take anything more than my clothes.” Betty set to work removing Sylvan’s dress with an efficiency that proved her experience, and she sighed when Sylvan said, “My father claimed if I wanted to be a servant for some upstart noble, I could do it on my own.”

Betty clucked over her like a hen with a chick. “Aren’t men fools? But I’ll take care of you personally, and if I’m running off to my other duties, I’ll send Bernadette. She’s a bright little thing, and she can sleep in your room with you.”

“No!”

Betty gave her a surprised glance, and Sylvan tried to temper her rejection. “Please. I don’t even allow my own abigail to remain in my room. I’m a restless sleeper.”

“As you wish, Miss Sylvan.” Although puzzled, Betty clearly made no attempt to comprehend the minds of the gentry. “Go in and take your bath, and when you come out, I’ll brush your hair and ready you for bed.”

Sylvan glanced out the window. “But it’s barely sundown.”

“Aye, but it’s spring, and the light stays late. You’ve had a hard day of traveling, followed by one unpleasantry after another. I’ll bring you dinner on a tray, and you can go on to bed. You just trust Betty, miss.”

Surprisingly, Sylvan did. She hadn’t allowed herself to be so cosseted for years, nor had she placed faith in another’s judgment since her return from Waterloo. She had a bath and then found dinner awaiting her.

Surveying the beautifully laid tray, Sylvan said, “There must be a French chef, as well as an Italian confectioner.”

“Aye, miss.” Betty pulled out the chair and Sylvan sat. Betty swathed Sylvan in the linen napkin, picked up the fork, and put it in her hand. “Eat, now. You look like you’ve missed too many meals.”

Sylvan didn’t answer.

Shrewdly, Betty said, “Your clothes weren’t made to hang on you, I don’t think. Seems like you and Mr. Rand suffer from the same malady.”

“And what’s that?” Sylvan tasted the oxtail soup.

“Memories.”

Sylvan put down her fork. “You are a very intelligent woman.”

Betty picked it up and put it back in Sylvan’s hand. “I am. Try the pasties.”

As instructed, Sylvan tried the pasties. They were an exceptional combination of beef, pork, onions, and turnips, with a hint of marjoram, wrapped in flaky pastry. Like everything else, they tasted exceptional, but Sylvan thought perhaps the company influenced the flavor of the food.

After all, how often did a woman of her reputation get treated with respect, even by a servant? And especially by a servant of such discernment. Of course Sylvan realized that her opinion of Betty related directly to Betty’s opinion of her.

Idly, Sylvan asked, “What do you know about the ghost?”

“The ghost?” Betty turned away, and in an elaborately casual voice asked, “What ghost?”

“The ghost Jasper told me about.”

Betty grimaced. “That Jasper! He has ever had a flapping lip.”

“So there is a ghost!” Sylvan leaned on her elbow, cupped her chin in her hand, and stared at Betty. “Have you seen it?”

“Me?” Betty laughed with false airiness. “Seen a ghost? Try the lamb.”

Sylvan speared one tender slice. “You have, haven’t you?”

Hunching her shoulders, Betty muttered, “Once.”

“Once?”

“It’s good lamb, isn’t it?” Betty asked. Sylvan still stared, and Betty admitted, “All right, twice. Once in the house.” Shivering, Betty went to the windows where night pressed in. “Once I saw it looking in the glass at me.” She shut the drapes.

The room seemed cozier with the drapes closed, Sylvan decided. “I don’t believe in ghosts.” Then she thought of the specters which nightly disturbed her rest. “Or I didn’t used to.”

“I never believed in ghosts before either, and in the daylight, I still don’t. There has to be another explanation, His Grace says, and I know it’s true.” Rubbing her arms with her hands, Betty took a breath. “But at night when the wind howls and the moon drifts in and out of the fog…well, then I remember the stories my granny used to tell about the first duke and how he always walks when there’s trouble afoot at Clairmont Court, and I hide my head under the covers.”

Sylvan shivered, too. Betty had a way of speaking that raised the hair on the back of Sylvan’s neck. “Has any of the family seen the ghost? Has His Grace?”

“No. The night it looked in the window, he…” Betty faltered, and Sylvan could have sworn a blush swept Betty’s fair skin. But Betty leaned to the fire and built it up, then lit more of the candles around the room. “No, His Grace hasn’t, but I think Lord Rand has.”

“Lord Rand?” Sylvan thought of Rand’s cynical, angry face, and shook her head. “Surely not.”

“Aye, miss, I think so.” Coming close, Betty squatted by Sylvan’s chair and lowered her voice. “When Lord Rand came back all crippled, he was angry at the world, of course, and dejected a whole lot, but Mr. Garth—His Grace—he talked to Lord Rand about the estate and made him help with the planning of the mill, just like old times, and Lord Rand was getting better. He was adjusting to that wheelchair, and even joked about his useless legs. There for a while he knew he wasn’t the only one his accident had hurt.”

Sylvan straightened. This was interesting. This was fascinating.

“Then the night I saw the face at the window, I told Mr. Garth, and when he told Lord Rand—laughing at me, he was—Lord Rand just exploded with rage. We’d never seen him like that, throwing things and cursing. And it’s been the same ever since. He’ll get a little better, then he gets worse again. Like today.” Betty rose. “What else am I to think, but Lord Rand saw that ghost and knows what it portends?”

“Trouble.”

“Aye.” Betty rubbed her palms up and down her ample hips as if to dry the sweat off of them. “Trouble.”

The knock on the door took them by surprise, and they both jumped. Then, sheepish at her alarm, Betty answered it. Sylvan couldn’t see who stood without, for Betty blocked her view, but she heard a man’s rumble.

“What is it, Betty?” she called.

Reluctantly, Betty answered, “’Tis Jasper. He wants a favor, but I’ve told him it’s after ten o’the clock, and you’re not to be disturbed.”

“A favor?” Sylvan stood. “Is someone ill?”

“’Tis Lord Rand,” Jasper called. “He needs you.”

Sylvan’s heart thumped in her throat. Had he done too much today? Had she pushed him too hard? Knotting her dressing gown, Sylvan strode to the door and pulled it away from Betty. “What’s wrong with Lord Rand?” She walked down the hall and the stairway, never looking to see if the servants followed. The candles burned brightly in the entry as she passed through. “Is he having spasms? Coughing blood? Unable to speak?”

“No, miss.”

Jasper trotted beside her and Betty trailed them both, muttering imprecations.

“He has a sliver.”

Sylvan stopped so quickly Betty walked into her.

“A sliver.”

“Aye, miss.”

“Is this a joke?”

“Nay, miss.” Jasper shuffled his feet but still looked her straight in the eye. “He pulled slivers off his wheel when he tried to stop himself today, and one’s fair deep. I could have got it, but he just up and says he wants ye to do it.”

That was interesting. “I wonder why.”

“Could have knocked me over with a owl-wing feather, miss, but I don’t know why.”

“Let’s go back to your room,” Betty urged. “There’s no need—”

“I think perhaps there is.”

“At least get dressed!” Betty set her jaw. “Your reputation—”

“Can’t be hurt.” Sylvan smiled and turned back to her room. “But I will dress.”

When she stepped out again, looking neat in a simple muslin gown, Betty still clung to her heels, protesting, “Miss, I don’t like this.”

Trying to surmise Rand’s motive, Sylvan answered, “Perhaps he’s testing me. Perhaps he’s truly in pain, but won’t admit it. Men are like that, you know.”

“Aye, they are. Fools all,” Betty grumbled, but she started down the hall to Rand’s room. “And whether you worry about your reputation or not, I’ll be there to protect it.”

Jasper opened the door and half ducked. Apparently Rand routinely threw things at those who dared beard his den. When nothing came out, Jasper called, “I brought her, master.”

“Send her in.” Rand’s voice sounded rough, as if he’d been crying.

But when Sylvan stepped through the door, she knew he had not. He probably hadn’t cried since he was a child, and he needed to. As Betty said, men were fools all.

He sat propped up in his bed, frowning at his palm. He wore more than he had that afternoon—a white bed gown covered his shoulders, arms, and chest. “Did Jasper tell you?”

“That you have a splinter?” she asked calmly. “He did.”

“I didn’t think you’d really come.”

“Of course. I’m your nurse. When you call, I come running.”

His blue eyes glowed in the light of the candles, his ebony hair stood on end, and she saw the flash of his white teeth when he grinned. “I doubt that.”

“Within reason,” she temporized. Holding out her hand, she said, “Let me see.”

He gave her his hand and she cradled it between her palms. The fingers were long and thick, with calluses on every pad. Lines crisscrossed his skin—some natural, some the result of wounds. Flecks of red covered the places where the other splinters had been removed, and she saw the reason for this visit at once. Large, black, and deep, the splinter had worked its way beneath the pad below his index finger. It had to be painful, and if not extracted, it would lead to infection.

Rand could reasonably have called for his nurse to remove it.

She didn’t believe that was why he’d called her.

“Do you have tweezers, needle, and basilicum?” she asked.

“Aye, miss.” Jasper showed her the instruments and the dark stoppered bottle.

She needed to hold the hand still, yet at the same time have both her hands free. If she rested his hand on the mattress, it sank among the feathers and out of the light. Yet…

“Sit on the bed,” Rand instructed, “and hold it in your lap.”


Betty gasped. “Lord Rand!”

“Betty, get out of here,” Rand commanded.

“I will not, sir.” Betty placed her fists on her hips. “’Tisn’t decent, Miss Sylvan being here in the night, and she needs a chaperone.”

“Jasper’s here.”

Betty was unconvinced.

“And Sylvan’s not afraid. Are you, Sylvan?”

Sylvan stared at Rand and saw challenge personified. “No. I’m not afraid of you.”

“Go on, Betty. Run away and play.” Rand pointed toward the door, but Betty just stood there, stubborn and unyielding, and to Sylvan’s surprise, he gave in. “Oh, for God’s sake, just go and get me some sliced cold meats and some biscuits. I didn’t eat dinner, and I’m hungry.”

Betty relaxed her stance and considered.

“Really, Betty, you can go,” Sylvan said. “If he tries any mischief, I’ll bash him.”

Rand looked Sylvan over from top to toe. It didn’t take long. “Ooh, I’m frightened.”

“You’d best be, Lord Rand, because if you give me reason for grief, I’ll see that you’re sorry.” With that startling pronouncement, Betty said to Jasper, “You watch them,” and left.

Rand looked after her. “I suppose I’d better do my mischief early so she doesn’t catch me.” Switching his concentration to Sylvan, he commanded softly, “Now get on the bed and remove this thing.”

Betty’s lack of respect left Sylvan feeling smug and a little superior. After all, if the housekeeper could speak to Rand that way and get away with it, what harm could it do to sit on his bed? The man was paralyzed, and she was his nurse. Calmly, she climbed onto the mattress.


“Miss Sylvan!”

Jasper sounded even more scandalized than Betty, but neither of the bed’s occupants paid attention. Sylvan sat on her feet, facing the headboard, and tucked her skirt around her so that no bit of flesh might tempt Rand—although why she should worry about such a thing, she didn’t know.

His hand rested on the sheets where she had put it, as limp as if it, too, were paralyzed. But when she picked it up to place it on her knee, vitality leaped from the flesh. Never had she touched a person so alive, so vibrant. It was as if life channeled itself through Rand to the rest of the world—and if Rand died, the world would end.

An odd notion, and one Sylvan dismissed as part of her weariness.

She pressed the flesh about the splinter, then picked up the needle. “This will hurt.”

“I know.”

The gravelly sound in his voice startled her; he seemed almost to relish the pain. Using the needle, she had to dig, and dig deep, but Rand bore it stoically, even when she spread basilicum over the laceration to prevent infection.

Had he found that pain proved superior to no sensation at all?

“There you are.” Wiping her hand on a towel, she asked, “Is there anything else?”

“No.” She started to slide off the bed, and he caught her arm with his undamaged hand. “Yes.”

She looked at him inquiringly.

“I want to apologize.”

“Sir?”

“For my brother.”

Amazement buffeted her, then fury, and she shook off his grip. “You’re apologizing for your brother? After all you’ve done today?”


He opened his mouth, shut it, then ran his hand over his face. “I never thought of it that way. But yes, I apologize for my brother.”

“You ought to be…”

He lifted one eyebrow and smiled. “Spanked?”

“Ashamed of yourself.”

“No. I’ve been insufferable, but I wasn’t the one who lured you here.”

“How did you—”

“Know?” He grinned. “I’m familiar with Garth’s methods, and I can imagine the tale he wove for you. ‘Poor Rand, confined to his bed and a wheelchair and languishing. He’s lost his will to live.’”

Since that was almost exactly what Garth had insinuated, Sylvan blushed furiously, and Rand laughed. “Garth’s a good man, but my father raised him to be the duke, and my father believed that the duke of Clairmont stood just below the apostles in importance and should always get his own way, regardless of the means.”

“And you do not?”

“My father raised me to believe the entire Malkin family could stop the tide with a word.”

“Then why don’t you?” she asked nastily.

His blue eyes glinted with mischief. “It is not my desire.”

She slid one leg off the bed. “I’m not interested in your desire.”

“Aren’t you?” His tone arrested her, and she froze completely when he said, “I liked the look of you in Brussels.”

“Sh.” She glanced at Jasper.

“Go on, Jasper.” Rand waved an impatient hand. “I don’t need you.”

“But, master—”


“Go on, go on.” Rand scowled impatiently. “Miss Sylvan can get me everything I want.”

With a look of wounded resentment, Jasper shambled to the door.

“Shut it behind you,” Rand called.

“No!” Sylvan said.

Jasper shut the door with just a touch of force, and Sylvan tried to slide off the bed, but Rand’s injured hand, which had been lying so limp against her, suddenly turned and grasped her knee. “I like the look of you now.”

Irritated, Sylvan snapped, “Your eyes still work, then.”

“It makes me wonder why I notice. What good does it do a crippled man”—his fingers worked their way up her thigh—“to like the look of a woman?”

She slapped his wrist.

He rubbed her through her skirt. “And what good does it do a woman to kiss a man?”

“Kiss?” He wanted to kiss her?

In Brussels, he had attracted her. In spite of her good sense, her caution, she’d wanted him for his strength, the way he moved, the way he looked. It had been a merely physical attraction. Hadn’t it?

“Especially one as harmless as I am,” he added.

“Harmless?” He was as harmless as a sleek and hungry tiger.

“Come close,” he whispered.

And she was stupid enough to want to pet the tiger and feel it purr.

“Consider it one of your nursing duties.” The tiger’s paw prowled up her leg, touching so lightly she scarcely believed it moved. “Like taking the sliver out of my hand. It keeps me awake nights, wondering if I’m still a man.”


Living with her father had bred cynicism into her bones, and her own sense of self-preservation returned a measure of good sense. “You’ve probably kissed every maidservant working at Clairmont Court to find out if you’re still a man.”

“Have I?” He watched his hand as it slipped up to the bow on her bodice and untied it. “Then perhaps you should kiss me for another reason.”

She looked into his eyes. “What is that?”

“You’re wondering if you’re still a woman.”

He must be right, damn him, Sylvan thought, because she allowed him to slide his hands around her waist. He pulled her toward him, and she let him, holding herself carefully so her body didn’t quite touch his body. He acknowledged her caution with amusement, and kissed her.

One closemouthed, off-center kiss, with her gaze fixed on the stubble of his cheek.

Disappointing.

Deep in his chest, he growled. “Let’s try again.”

Manhandling her—tiger-handling her—he settled her across his chest and tucked her head into the crook of his arm.

And she let him do it.

With two fingers he closed her eyes and brushed her hair off her forehead, then leaned over her and kissed her. Little tiny bites on her lips, really, and when she opened them, soothing little touches with his tongue. He’d been drinking brandy, she discovered, and he liked the texture of her inside lower lip, for his tongue kept sliding across it in repeated expeditions.

For such an obnoxious man, he had a delicate touch.

When he took her lip between his teeth, she almost stopped breathing. He didn’t hurt her, but the threat was there. Instead, he sucked at her lip as if it were an expensive sweetmeat that melted in his mouth.

She melted in his arms, and waited, breathless, for his next move.

His hand cupped her breast, weighed it, and he muttered, “Perfect,” against her lips. His thumb brushed her nipple, back and forth, rubbing the texture of lace across her skin, and she shuddered with pleasure.

Carefully, he parted her lips and touched his tongue to her teeth. She jumped and tensed, wondering at his boldness, wondering if she liked it. He paused as if surprised, then cuddled her closer and did it again. He seemed to be searching with his tongue, looking for something, although she didn’t know what. She only knew this was intimate and intrusive, and it made her feel closer to him than she’d ever felt to any other person.

She didn’t know him that well. She didn’t even like him that well. But this was the thing she’d sensed when they danced in Brussels.

They would be good together.

“Making me do all the work, eh?” His day-old whiskers scratched her when he spoke. “I never would have suspected.”

Her eyes flew open and he winked. Her mouth dropped open and he kissed. Really kissed. The taste, the texture, the insistence made this nothing like his previous tentative forays. This was open mouths, straining toward a liaison with nothing concealed. He chased her tongue until he found it, then sucked on it until she obeyed his directive and penetrated his mouth. Until everything was Rand, filling her every sense and blotting out past and future.

“Lord Rand. Miss Sylvan. That is enough!”


Someone shook Sylvan’s shoulder, and Betty’s stern voice commanded, “Lord Rand, let her go. Let her go now. Jasper, make him let her go!”

Sylvan opened her eyes and looked up at Rand.

His blue eyes seemed unfocused, but at the sight of her, they sharpened. “By Jove,” he said, “I think we found something. Betty, you came back too soon, but you can stop nagging, I’m through.” He brushed his thumb one last time across her nipple. “For the moment.”

Sitting up, Sylvan glanced at the scandalized Betty and the wooden-faced Jasper. Then she tied her bodice bow. She looked at Rand again, and with shaking fingers, tied a double knot.

“You can’t erase what we did.”

Rand’s dark voice caressed her, and she put another knot in the tie.

“I think it proved something to both of us.”

Her gaze dropped to his lap, then she pressed her hands to her hot cheeks. She’d never been so close to a man in his condition, but he didn’t appear to be suffering.

He murmured, “Yes, it certainly proved you heal the sick.”

His air of possession infuriated her, and without thought she snapped, “Heal the sick, not raise the dead.”

Rand threw back his head and roared with laughter, but Betty sounded shocked. “Miss Sylvan, that was cruel.”

“She’s not cruel, Betty.” Rand leaned forward and incited Sylvan. “She’s frightened.”

“You don’t frighten me.”

“I ought to.”

The query hovered on the tip of her tongue. Why? Why should he frighten her? But she knew she wouldn’t like the answer, and whirled to escape.

He let her get to the door. He let her have that first taste of escape, then, as if she’d asked, he called, “Because you excite me, and I excite you.”

Sylvan wanted to curse him with the language she’d heard on the battlefield. She wanted to damn him to hell and back, but her early training prevented her, and she said only, “You are an odious creature!”

Long after her footfalls had faded, he stared at the doorway where she had stood.

“Lord Rand?” Wearing a sly grin, Jasper waited to prepare him for bed. “She’s just like everyone said, isn’t she?”

Reluctantly, Rand transferred his regard to Jasper. “How’s that?”

“She’s an easy rider.”

Still groggy with desire, Rand repeated, “Easy?”

Jasper came a little closer and companionably nudged Rand in the ribs. “She climbed right on that bed without a complaint and made herself at home.”

Comprehension flashed through Rand, and he grabbed Jasper by the shirt close to the throat and dragged him until they were face-to-face. “Don’t you ever say that again. Don’t you ever tell anybody what happened here. Unless you want to go back to your father’s farm, you’ll forget what you saw and treat Miss Sylvan with respect. Understand?”

Eyes bulging from lack of air, Jasper nodded, and Rand knocked him aside. Jasper stumbled backward and landed on his rump. But Rand couldn’t stay angry, not with the triumph of his discovery, and he said, “The rumors about Hibbert were true.”
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The dead were calling.

“Please, Sylvan, help me, Sylvan.”

The odor of rot clogged her nostrils as first one corpse, then another grabbed at her. Their fingers, dank and pale, curled onto her skirt, her arm, her neck. She could hear their nails scratching, dry as gorse in winter.

“Help me. I’m too young.”

They dragged her down, beseeching her aid. The edge of the grave crumbled beneath her feet as she fought for purchase. Mold stained her skin. Dirt rained down.

“Not yet. I can’t be dead yet.”

One by one their specters sucked the air from her lungs.

“Help me.”

She struggled, tasting the too-familiar fear.

“Sing to me.”

She tried to scream, but dust clogged her throat.

“Hold my hand.”


She wanted to strike out, but she couldn’t.

“Help me.”

“I can’t!” Heaving herself out of the high bed, Sylvan landed on her knees. She welcomed the pain of impact, the irritation of the carpet’s nap. She looked wildly around, unfamiliar with the surroundings, then sank down until her cheek rested on the rough wool. “I can’t help you. I killed you.”

The ghouls still danced in her mind, but gradually they retreated, trailing their winding clothes, their hollow cheeks and amputated limbs. They retreated, but they would be back.

She wiped her eyes, but they were dry, then deliberately she pushed herself upright and leaned against the bed. The polished wood cut into her back, bringing reality into focus, returning Sylvan from the edge of sanity.

Now she remembered. Rand Malkin. Clairmont Court. The ghost that walked at midnight?

No wonder she had dreamed.

Groaning, she sank down and cradled her head in her arms. Would the dead never leave her alone? Would she never sleep peacefully again?

Scratch. Shuffle.

She lifted her head and stared at the door.

What was that?

She strained to hear but caught no further sound.

It must be nothing but the shattered remnants of her nightmare.

Staggering to her feet, she looked around. Moonlight burned a cold streak across the floor, and she crept to the window, parted the heavy curtains, and peered out.

Her room overlooked the back of the manor where the ruins of the old castle had been blended with a charming garden. Lumps of ancient stone supported creeping vines, and walls that long ago listened to old sorrows now heard nothing but the sigh of the wind. Stark in the moonlight, it seemed as eerie as anything in her imagination.

Yet nothing moved out there. Everyone, everything, was asleep.

Loneliness struck at her, scratching the thin coating of control that kept her sane. Was there no one in the world who kept vigil in this night?

As if in answer, something smacked her door.

She found herself behind the curtains, shivering, heart thumping, eyes so wide they hurt from the strain. Please, God, she thought. Please, God. But what could she promise Him that she hadn’t promised on all the other lonely nights?

No other sound followed the first, and she peeked out. Nothing stirred within the room. It was as still as a graveyard.

La! What had made her draw that comparison?

Perhaps the echo of Jasper’s shaken voice. Perhaps the memory of Betty’s demeanor when she admitted that she, too, believed that the ghost of the first duke walked the halls this night.

Gathering courage in hand, Sylvan tiptoed into the room. A candle burned by the bed, but that wasn’t enough. Taking it in her shaking fingers, she began to light every candle in the room, and the Malkin household placed their candles with a generous hand. One by one, the wicks caught flame, chasing the shadows back to the grave from whence they came.

The room blazed like a ballroom when she finished, and the odor of melting wax smelled like safety. She sank onto one of the chairs and pulled her knees up to her chest.


One never knew when a phantom might grab at her toes.

One never knew when a phantom might walk through the wall.

One never knew if the phantom stood outside, staring through the massive, heavily carved wood door and right at her, huddled in a chair.

Ugh! Why did she think of things like that? Why now, in a strange place with nowhere to go and no one to run to?

She didn’t believe in ghosts, she’d told Betty.

Well, she didn’t. Why should she fear a long-dead someone, when she knew, from cruel experience, it was the men she’d tried to help who so deliberately haunted her?

Nevertheless, Betty said it best. At night when the wind howls and the moon drifts in and out of the fog, it was easy to forget.

Only tonight, the wind wasn’t howling. Silence pressed down on Sylvan as if she were a rat trapped in a glass dome. Her breath made too much noise. She could hear the great clock ticking all the way down the hall, and the smaller clock ticking within her room. Then with one dramatic note, the minute hand reached the hour hand, and, in unison, the clocks began to strike midnight. Each chime reverberated through her head. Now time would stop, and that specter in the hall would step through the wall and—

With a tremulous laugh, she leaped to her feet. Stupid, she scolded. Scaring herself into next week.

She was Sylvan Miles, bold and dashing adventuress. By heavens, she’d prove herself to her father, fulfill the duke of Clairmont’s every expectation, and in the process, lay her own ghosts to rest. Taking a quivering breath, she nodded. A long dead duke couldn’t walk, and by God she’d prove it.

The last notes of the clocks struck as she picked up the candelabra, went to the door, and swung it wide.

She froze in shock and horror.

The white-cloaked figure of a man walked away from her down the hall.

When she got her breath and gasped, he seemed to hear it. He half turned and looked, and she realized she had been wrong. He didn’t stare at her from cavernous holes where his eyes had been. He stared with the menacing glint of long dead eyes.

 

“He looks just like me, doesn’t he?”

Sylvan gripped the handles of the wheelchair so tightly Rand could feel her tremble. “He does,” she admitted.

“Radolf was a mean old bastard, they say.” The trembling increased. What was wrong with the woman this morning? “Bred children all over the estate, but he cared for nothing but Clairmont Court and establishing a dynasty. He married heiress after heiress, but none of them lasted long.”

“One of them must have lasted long enough to produce an heir,” she said. “You’re here.”

He straightened the ruffles on his white shirt and smoothed his trousers. He’d gotten dressed for her this morning, and she hadn’t noticed. “Yes, he got his heir at last. They say the wife that gave him his son led him a merry dance, and when she died he refused to marry again.”

“Why should he? He got what he wanted.” If bitterness could be distilled, she’d have produced a pint. “A son.”


“One son?” Rand swiveled around and looked at her. “Even today, a son is easily lost. No, the duke should have remarried and produced more, but he didn’t.”

“Maybe she turned the tables on him and made him miserable. Maybe he discovered how dreadful it is to live, day by day, in a bad marriage.”

“The story is, he swore never to leave Clairmont Court from the day of his wife’s death. They say he never would leave in life, and that’s why he’s still here.”

She jerked the wheelchair as if her knees had given out, and Rand gestured to the window stools that lined the long gallery. “Sit down before you fall down. You’re trembling like a leaf. Don’t you know I’m the only invalid allowed in this house?”

He sounded grimly amused, but he watched her with concern as she sank onto a seat. What was wrong with the woman? After that kiss last night, he’d expected her to be shy this morning. To blush and bridle when he teased her.

Instead, she’d shown up looking as if she’d been dragged through a knothole by a team of farm horses.

“Didn’t you sleep last night?” he demanded.

She tore her gaze away from the portrait of Duke Radolf and stared at Rand as though she didn’t know him. “What? Oh, yes, I slept.”

“How much?”

“You know how it is. One doesn’t sleep deeply the first night in a strange place.”

“Perhaps you should go to your room and try again.”

“What?”

She was staring at the duke again, and that irked Rand. True, his ancestor was an impressive figure, painted in full armor. His cape flowed around his shoulders and his dogs leaped around his feet. But his face had a wooden appearance and his sternness looked more like a snarl. The first duke had been known for his parsimony. Obviously, he had scrimped on his own portrait artist, although his eyes followed wherever one moved in the gallery.

He repeated, “Perhaps you should go to your room.”

“No.” She jumped to her feet and gave a poor imitation of a smile. “Just because it’s raining doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have your constitutional. You can show me more of the manor now.”

“Damn rude of the rain to interrupt your plans for me, isn’t it?” He thought bleakly of how he had failed himself and his brave ancestors on the previous day, and wondered if his aborted plan would have been more palpable today.

He doubted it. Not with the memory of that kiss burning in his heart—and places lower. It would have to be done, of course, but he blessed the rain for removing that burden for one more day.

“I’ll take you to the library,” he decided, wheeling himself toward the end of the gallery. “Maybe you can find a volume there which will bore you sufficiently to put you to sleep.”

She smiled and relaxed as she walked beside him. “Yes, I’d like that. I left most of my books at home.”

He admired the way her dimples pressed the cream of her cheeks inward when she smiled. He liked the shape of her just as much as he had yesterday, and just as much as he had in Brussels. Indeed, something about Sylvan made him the man he had been before the battle. He thought again about the man-elf who had put her together, and wondered if that creature had been drunk after all.

The sound of running feet distracted him, and before he could take evasive action, a slight figure burst through the door of the gallery.

“Uncle Rand!”

The child flung herself at him, and he wrapped her in his arms. “Gail!”

She hugged him as if she might never see him again. “Uncle Rand, I missed you. When are you going to invite me down to tea again?”

“I had you to tea only three days ago,” he said.

“Three whole days.” Gail sat in his lap and leaned her head back against his shoulder. “It’s a wonder I haven’t starved.”

Sylvan stared in horror at the mock-pathetic waif.

Uncle Rand, indeed.

The Malkin blood must run strong, for this child showed her kinship to Rand with more than her familiarity. She had his blue eyes, his dark hair, and his handsome features, softened by youth and gender. By her height, she looked to be twelve, but her figure showed none of the dawning of womanhood, and Sylvan guessed her to be more like ten—and quite illegitimate, for she’d never heard a whisper of her existence before.

Rand’s child.

Then Sylvan shook herself. Not necessarily Rand’s child. The girl looked like Garth, too, and James, and like the first duke. But the first duke was dead and she couldn’t imagine Garth indulging in a casual romp with a parlor maid, so it had to be James…James? Elegant, fashionable James? Sylvan couldn’t imagine it.

“Stand straight, miss.” Betty spoke from the door, and her sharp voice brought Gail out of the chair. “Curtsy to Miss Miles and show the manners that I taught you.”

Gail blushed and bobbed a curtsy in Sylvan’s direction, but Rand caught her hand and squeezed it. “Miss Robards, allow me to introduce you to my nurse, Miss Miles. Miss Miles, Miss Robards.”

Gail shot a grin at him and a shy one at Sylvan. “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Miles.”

“And I you, Miss Robards.” No, Gail had to be Rand’s child. The hell-raiser of yesterday had disappeared and a civil human being had taken his place. Only the power of parenthood could bring about such a change.

And who was the mother? Sylvan blinked and made an extra effort to smile at Gail. “Are you taking time from your studies to see your…Lord Rand?”

“My governess said I must have sat on an anthill this morning, I’m so squirmy, so I’m to run it off in the gallery.” Gail studied Sylvan, and her sharp intelligence showed in her eyes. “Is that what you’re doing here?”

“Yes. Lord Rand was squirmy this morning, so he’s showing me around the house.”

Gail giggled and glanced back at Betty. “Can I come?”

“You’re too bold,” Betty said.

“Ah, let her come,” Rand begged. “That old witch you call a governess won’t care. You know she lives only to conjugate Latin verbs.”

While Gail giggled more, Sylvan changed her mind once again. That was not a fatherly statement, designed to uphold discipline and promote education. Maybe James was the father. Maybe Garth. Maybe some unknown cousin?

Betty rebuked Rand. “You know Gail repeats everything you say. How am I going to explain that?”

Taking Gail’s hand, Rand patted it and said to her, “Don’t tell the old witch what I said. She’s a nice lady. She can’t help it if she can’t keep up with us.”


“I won’t tell her.” Gail sounded stuffy and adult. “I like Miss Wainwright, and that would hurt her feelings.” She dropped her voice to a whisper, the kind of whisper that echoed through the gallery. “She’s in love with you, you know.”

“Is she?” Rand whispered right back. “I won’t tease her about it.”

Gail thought about it, then said, “Neither will I.”

“I hate rainy days,” Betty muttered, her gaze on Gail.

Sylvan sidled over to her. “Do you do everything around here? Housekeeper, personal maid, and nursemaid of the, um, child? Whose daughter…” Betty looked at Sylvan with such an appalled expression, Sylvan blushed for her own boldness. “I beg your pardon. I really don’t even want to know.”

“Miss, I don’t think…” Betty faltered.

“I vow, I don’t want to know.”

“Sylvan!” Rand called. “Come with us.” He and Gail had raced clear across the gallery and were waiting at the opposite door. “We’re going to raid the dining room.”

With what sounded like relief, Betty said, “You go on, miss. You need another meal. You didn’t eat a thing this morning.”

Sylvan went, but only because she wanted to observe Rand with this child. He seemed to like Gail immensely, treating her like a small adult and delighting her with his attention. She talked all the time, and Rand called her “Windy Gail,” making her giggle and roll her eyes at Sylvan. The other servants treated Gail well, too, not like an outcast bastard, but like the child they’d all helped to raise. She’d spoken of her governess, so obviously Rand, or Garth, or James, had acknowledged her as his own and gave her the advantages of wealth. If only Sylvan didn’t so urgently hope the father were someone other than Rand, for what did that say about her?

“Lord Rand!” The minister hailed them from the doorway of the study as they were about to enter the dining room. “How good to see you’re feeling better today.”

Sylvan almost laughed at the vicar’s euphemistic phrasing. Feeling better? She supposed Rand was feeling better than yesterday, when he knocked out the windows and rampaged through the house.

From the expression on Rand’s face, he thought much the same. “Ah, Reverend.” Rand nudged Gail along. “Thank you for your good wishes. I hadn’t expected to see you out on such a miserable day.”

Gail got a look at the good reverend and bolted toward the dining room, but the Reverend Donald caught her arm in a lightning move that startled Sylvan. He stood taller than the middle shelf on the china cabinet, but his face had the soft look of a man who spent more time reading than working. Still, his knee-length black frock coat must conceal a muscled body. His mouth smiled, but his eyes were stern as he said, “Gail Emmaline, why have I not seen you in church these many weeks? It’s a sad thing when a young lady is allowed to dismiss her communion with God as unimportant.”

“I don’t do that!” Gail blurted. “I do my Bible lessons every day, but my mama says—”

“You should go and find your mama,” Rand interrupted, catching the vicar’s wrist and shaking his grip loose. “Mr. Donald wants to speak to me in private, I’m sure.”

Her mama? Then Gail’s mama was still alive, and Sylvan desperately wanted to know the identity of the woman, to question her about the child’s paternity. But Sylvan recognized this as more than the usual stick-her-nose-in kind of curiosity that had previously got her into trouble. This was personal, vulgar, and Sylvan resolved to fight it.

Gail darted away, and the vicar inclined his head. “You’re right, of course, Lord Rand. I’ll speak to the child of sin at some other time.”

Sylvan didn’t like that, and from Rand’s savage grin it appeared he didn’t either, but he proceeded with his self-sacrifice. “If you’ll come into the study, I’ll call for refreshments.”

The vicar bowed his head. “Thank you, Lord Rand. I’d enjoy that.”

Rand waited until the vicar had entered the study, then he bellowed at the footman who stood not ten feet away, “Hey! We want some food and tea in here.”

It was a travesty, a return to the tyranny of the previous day, but it expressed his opinion of the Reverend Donald in an explicit way, and when he saw Sylvan staring at him, he murmured, “Best run off as Gail did. It’s not a pretty sight when Donald starts hacking at my sins.”

Cowardly as always, Sylvan wanted to do as he said, and for that reason, if no other, she said, “I’ll come in. I might want to hack at you myself.”

With a seated bow, Rand answered, “As you wish, but you lack the necessary aptitude to hack with our dear minister.”

His tone gave her pause, but his unpleasant smirk challenged her, and she swept into the study.

The clergyman stood by the mantel in front of the flames. It was right he should do so; his damp clothes steamed where the heat touched them. At the same time, she believed his position to be a bid for power. She couldn’t remain erect; women didn’t. Rand couldn’t stand to challenge the vicar’s supremacy; Rand couldn’t. So the Reverend Donald held the floor.

Sylvan seated herself with a demure smile, and the vicar smiled back with equal restraint. A pleasant-looking man, his blond hair, blue eyes, and tanned skin showed no sign of harshness, and she couldn’t in reality find fault in his calling Gail a “child of sin.” She didn’t know a minister who wouldn’t do the same. None of them, in her opinion, were as good as they should be, but her opinion was biased.

Most of her life, she had received nothing but grief from the clergy, and that would continue until she bowed to her father’s wishes.

Rand wheeled himself into the room, bumping the end table and setting the candelabra to rattling. “I miss your pleasant wife.”

“The rain would settle into Mrs. Donald’s lungs,” the Reverend Donald answered. To Sylvan, he said, “Clover isn’t strong, and I look out for her. But Lord Rand, this young woman and I haven’t officially met.”

“Yes, we must keep up the courtesies.” Rand backed into the sofa where Sylvan sat, and the impact rocked her. “Sylvan, this is the Reverend Bradley Donald. His family has lived here on the estate since time immemorial. He showed special gifts, so my father sent him away to be taught. He went to divinity school, returned as our parish minister, and has been here ever since. It’s been about five years, isn’t that correct, Donald?”

“That’s correct, Lord Rand.” The Reverend Donald sounded mild and earnest. “And you’re Miss Miles, of whom I’ve heard so much.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” Rand advised. “She’s not as righteous as she looks.”


Sylvan didn’t know how to take that; she only knew she didn’t like it. Putting her foot on the back of the chair, she pushed Rand away.

“Women are never as righteous as they look, and it’s a wise man who keeps that in mind.” The Reverend Donald gestured to the footman who hovered outside the door. “Do bring in the tea.”

His presumption irritated Rand, Sylvan could see, and his comment about women irritated her, so she said, “Yes, bring it here. I will pour.”

Assuming the role of hostess removed the Reverend Donald from the center of attention and thrust her into the limelight, but her governess had trained her well. The next moments were taken up with inquiries about milk and sugar, and the beneficial effects of a good cup of tea in a chilled body.

Too soon the Reverend Donald put his cup aside and loomed earnestly over Rand. “So, my son, have you decided to put your bitterness aside?”

“May I have some more of that jolly cream cake, Miss Sylvan?” Rand asked in the supercilious voice of a London dandy. “It’s delicious.”

“As soon as you have submitted to God’s dictates, you’ll once more be at ease.”

“Here’s your cake.” Sylvan passed a plate to Rand and played her role in his social parody. “Your confectioner is extraordinarily talented.”

Ever tenacious, the vicar said, “Outbursts such as yesterday’s would cease, and you could do good works, with me to guide you.”

“You!” The Reverend Donald had broken Rand’s sham tranquillity at last. “What can you teach me?”

“While it’s true I am younger, I feel I’m older in wisdom. My education and experience has helped me grow far beyond my years.” He leaned over Rand. “And I know what troubles you.”

Rand shoved the cream cake into the vicar’s chest with such force it sent him toppling over an ottoman. “Nobody knows what troubles me.”

Sylvan could scarcely believe Rand’s actions, but the vicar stood and with a napkin wiped himself off as if such violence occurred every day. In forbearing tones, he said, “The Lord has seen fit to show me the reason for your fear and desperation. If you would work with me to save the souls of this parish, I would dispense with your uncertainty.”

“Goddamn you.”

Rand was working himself into a frenzy, and the situation had escalated beyond anything Sylvan could imagine. She hated seeing Rand with two red spots on his cheekbones and his hands shaking. The Reverend Donald had the knack of being unerringly irritating, but Rand didn’t have to respond. He’d been doing so well today; he didn’t have to retreat to the chaos of yesterday.

But it was too late. Rand shouted at the Reverend Donald, “You’re nothing but a pile of manure with two dispensers.”

“Lord Rand!” Both the vicar and Sylvan spoke at once, both offended, both embarrassed.

“Lord Rand, there’s no excuse for your lack of control,” Sylvan said.

“Lord Rand, you shouldn’t speak so in front of a lady!” the Reverend Donald said.

Rand looked wildly around him. “She’s no lady. She’s a camp follower.”

“Lord Rand, although that’s true in a sense, we must forgive her sins, for her intentions were pure.”

Sylvan found herself on her feet, staring at the Reverend Donald and considering him as a specimen for medical dissection.

The vicar seemed not to notice, however, and laid a gentle hand on her head. “A woman’s place is in the home, and those lambs who stray outside their bounds swiftly find themselves delivered unto the wolves. But a wise shepherd does what must be done to herd the lamb back into the fold, and welcomes her back when the proper penance has been made.”

“You are an idiot.”

Rand’s flat pronouncement echoed Sylvan’s sentiments. The sentiments she would have expressed if she could have spoken. And why was Rand defending her, anyway? He’d just finished tossing her out to be savaged.

Folding his hands before him, the vicar bowed his head. “I am an idiot in the eyes of God, but I know the word of the Lord. I had already heard of Miss Miles’s transgressions, and while we must not cast stones, your condemnation of her showed your own good judgment has not completely deserted you.” Earnestly, he reached out to Rand, but Rand scooted away. “That’s why I know you are the one who can help me convince Lord Clairmont to cease building his cotton mill and dismantle his stable of wantons.”

Stunned, confused, Sylvan said, “Wantons?”

Tears sprang to the Reverend Donald’s eyes. His voice sounded choked, his grief too real. “Good women who used to tend their homes and families, and now go out every day to toil while their husbands cook and care for the wee ones.”

“Ah, so they’re not really wanton, they’re just not bound by tradition.” Sylvan felt an empathy for the women who so labored.

“My dear daughter, I can see how misguided you are, and I welcome this challenge to put your feet on the right path.”

Her feet were about to make a path up his back when the thump of running boots sounded in the hallway and James spun into the room. He stared at Rand, red-faced with fury, at Sylvan, standing with fists clenched, and at the Reverend Donald, patient and serene. “Heard you were here, Reverend.” James’s voice was too loud and his manner too hearty, and for the first time, Sylvan saw him with a lock of hair disturbed. “I had wanted to speak to you about…something…which disturbs me very much.”

“Of course, my son.” The vicar seemed untouched by the suspicion that James might be acting as a shield for Rand.

He waited graciously for James to continue, but James said, “In private, Reverend.”

“If you’ll excuse me.” The vicar tried to shake Rand’s hand, but Rand refused him. Sylvan was not so brave, and she let him take her hand in his cold fingers as he said, “By the way, a woman from Malkinhampsted was attacked last night, and badly beaten.”

“Beaten?” Rand said.

“Beaten?” James sounded bored. “Oh, by her husband, I suppose. Another provincial tempest in a teapot.”

“Not at all.” The Reverend Donald drew himself up. “She was walking home from the mill.”

“Who is she?” Rand asked.

“Pert Seward. You know her, don’t you?”

Rand nodded, a nasty taste in his mouth. “I know them all.”

“The thug knocked her nearly unconscious with a rock first, and she says he wore a scarf over his face.”


“Impossible.” James glared fiercely at the vicar. “Women always walk home together. Husband probably beat her, and this Pert person doesn’t want to admit it.”

“She didn’t walk home with the other women. It was late evening. For some reason, Lord Clairmont had kept her behind when the other women left, but in his defense, he had no reason to suspect a problem such as this, and he gave her a lamp to light her way home.”

Sylvan feared to know, and feared not to know, but she had to ask. “Was she…otherwise forced by her attacker?”

The Reverend Donald took a horrified breath, and Rand and James both cleared their throats in acute masculine discomfort. “Certainly not,” the Reverend Donald said.

“Why ‘certainly not’?” Sylvan demanded. “A man who will attack and beat a defenseless woman undoubtedly wouldn’t balk at further degradations.”

“There were no further degradations.” The clergyman’s eyes glowed red with embarrassment and fury. “It is an insult to the woman to so claim.”

Sylvan spoke half to herself. “I wonder if she would tell another woman what she won’t tell you.”

“She’ll tell you nothing,” the vicar said. “You’re a stranger with a bad reputation. Her husband would bar you from the house.” Sylvan jerked her hand free from his grasp, and he insisted, “She told me all, including a description.”

James’s boots gleamed as he shifted his feet back and forth, back and forth. “What kind of description?”

The Reverend Donald gathered attention to himself with a combination of showmanship and dignity, and Sylvan realized how mesmerizing he must be at the pulpit. In a deep, dramatic tone, he proclaimed, “Her attacker was tall and strong, with eyes that glittered in the dark. She seemed afraid when I spoke to her, but after much urging, she said”—he laughed a little—“it was the ghost of the first duke.”

“Oh, nonsense!” James sounded annoyed—and frightened.

“Nonsense?” the Reverend Donald said. “I wonder. If you will recall, some of the women assert they have heard the sounds of someone following them when they walk home at night. And Charlotte claimed she was knocked down one evening by a stranger who appeared from nowhere, then disappeared again, and that was on a night the ghost appeared.”

James sniffed in disdain. “Next you’ll be pointing your finger at Garth or me because we look like the old duke.”

Sylvan stared at James, his declaration sinking into her mind. Of course! How foolish she had been. That wasn’t a ghost she’d seen, but a human being. Yet she’d immediately recognized the portrait of the duke this morning. So had her ghost been James…or Garth?

“Didn’t do it,” James said quickly.

Sylvan realized they were all staring at him.

Turning to Rand, James extended his hand appealingly. “Wouldn’t go outside in the dark to tramp around after a smelly village woman who’d been working at that blasted mill all day. You know.”

“No.” Rand laughed a little, suspicion clearing from his face. “You wouldn’t. The only thing you ever go out for is a London party or a tumble with your ladybird.”

The vicar had a thoughtful cast to his face. “I should question everyone in the manor. Perhaps someone saw the ghost—or whoever is imitating the ghost—walk last night.” He met Sylvan’s appalled gaze, and held it. He seemed to be speaking to her alone when he said, “I hope to continue our discussion later.”

“Much later,” she said under her breath as he exited the room with James stalking after him. She didn’t want him interrogating her—she had no intention of telling anyone about that ghost. She didn’t want them thinking her crazy before she’d helped Rand…Rand. She glared at him as she remembered his earlier insults.

“He’s a jackass,” Rand declared, but his voice shook.

“So are you,” she snapped, preparing to walk out.

He grabbed her hand. “What’s wrong?”

“A camp follower?” she shouted. She shouldn’t shout; a lady never raised her voice. But this place, this post, this man made her lose all her manners and most of her good sense. “You called me a camp follower!”

“I was angry.” He excused himself as if she should understand.

“You were angry?” She gestured so hard, he ducked. “You were angry? And when you’re angry, you can say anything you wish and everyone has to forgive you? Because you’re crippled?” She backed away from him as if he were unclean. “There’s nothing wrong with you except that your legs don’t work.”

“There’s more to it than that!”

“What?”

But he couldn’t tell her. He wanted to, so badly. In one day, she’d managed to gain his trust, make him feel as if he were in command again. But he wasn’t. He didn’t know if what the vicar said was true, but Rand knew he had no right to drag Sylvan into his private nightmare.

She saw he wouldn’t speak, but clearly she didn’t think it a noble act. She thought he had nothing to say, and she tried to regain self-control. He saw her fight for breath, then the question burst out of her. “Where did he hear the rumors about me?”

“The vicar hears everything. Every bit of gossip. He doesn’t sleep, I don’t think. Always visiting his sinners, and with the uncanny knack of coming at the worst times. Consequently, he’s the best informed man in the parish.”

“He wouldn’t know about the…kissing?”

“Not that,” he quickly assured her. “Only Jasper and Betty saw, and they’re totally reliable.”

“Yes.” She put her hand to her heart, and when she looked at him, he had the feeling he’d shrunk in her eyes. Softly, as if she were speaking to herself, she said, “There are veterans of Waterloo who are begging on the streets of London. I give them coins. Sometimes they recognize me. Sometimes they thank me for saving their lives. Most times they curse me. And you’re sitting here warm and fed, with a comfortable wheelchair under you and a loving family around you, and you feel sorry for yourself.” Whirling, she ran to the door, then turned. “I feel sorry for you, too. Your family wants you to get better, but even if you walked, you wouldn’t be better. You’d still be a craven coward, afraid to face all the nasty little incidents of living.”

She raced out and left him there, hand extended, explanation on his tongue. But his hand fell into his lap, and he looked at it as if he’d never seen it before. In the last eleven months, it had grown stronger than before. Veins rose beneath skin; each tendon and bone had broadened with exercise. His arms, chest, and stomach, too, showed the results of constant use. And his legs…he rubbed his hands up and down his thighs. His legs hadn’t shown much deterioration yet. Of course, Jasper exercised them, one at a time, morning and night. But after the months of inactivity, one would think they’d be as spindly as a poorhouse boy’s.

It hadn’t happened yet. Nothing had happened as it should. He still dreamed of walking, working, tumbling a woman…. Last night it had been Sylvan, and this morning he’d sworn to entice her into his bed so he could find out what was dream and what was reality.

Instead, he’d insulted her. He couldn’t die until he’d satisfied his curiosity about her. In spite of his taunts, he knew he had to earn her respect before she’d allow him to touch her once more.

The Reverend Donald was wrong all the time, but now he was right about one thing. Rand hadn’t grown resigned to his fate. He had to take this one last chance.
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Seated in his wheelchair beside Sylvan as she lay in the grass, Rand saw the moment she slipped into slumber. Her clenched fists relaxed, the toes that were curled in her thin leather slippers straightened, and her knees fell apart just a little. The frown that had pressed a crease between her brows smoothed, and she released a ladylike snore from between her slightly open lips.

Not for the first time, he wondered why she needed to be in full sunshine, in the open air, before she could sleep. Every day for the last three weeks she had dragged him outside. She’d pushed his wheelchair up and down the hills, taking him to the wild places that, she said, would heal his soul. If anything, she seemed to need their solitude more than he.

Three weeks in her company, and he still didn’t know her at all—and he spent all his time thinking about her.

She directed Jasper in the manipulations of Rand’s legs. She watched what he ate and gave him vile tonics to drink. She discussed sending him to a therapeutic hot springs, and when Rand furiously disputed her plan, she just smiled. She’d get her way eventually, because she’d conquered his family.

Worse, she’d conquered him. As though his body were a compass, she was magnetic north and his arrow always pointed in her direction. He’d been scheming to touch her again, and she treated him as if he were some kind of…cripple. Not as if his legs were crippled. As if his mind were diseased. Perhaps he shouldn’t have called her a camp follower and subjected her to scorn, but he’d thought she would forgive him. Everyone else forgave him every other despicable thing he did.

Her cottage straw bonnet remained where she had cast it. From frequent exposure to the Somerset sun, wisps of her brown hair had bleached to blond, and they framed her face in bits of curl. The breeze from the sea fluttered her skirt, and the sun warmed her skin to the gold of fine-grained oak. For her, he wanted to be the breeze and the sun, and pass along her skin with gentle fingers and slide under her skirt. Instead he pretended he stood guard over her like an ancient warrior over a sleeping princess, and scanned the countryside for menace.

Nothing moved among the windswept ridges except bracken, heather, and spring’s green grass, pressed down and released in rhythmic waves. He couldn’t see the surf, but he could hear it, and he could see the deep blue of the ocean and the haze that always obscured the line between water and sky.

Together Rand and Sylvan had explored the most remote spots on the estate, and Beechwood Hollow was now their favorite. It was not too far from the house, and it was easy to get to, but its seclusion drew them. The beeches grew, protected from the wind by stony boulders. Pinks bloomed in fragrant clumps, and a rivulet trickled down the draw. The brook plunged off the cliff farther on, a silver arc that splattered on the rocks below and became one with the sea. It had made her happy to dangle off the rocks and see the waterfall.

It frightened him to death. He knew what he should do, if he weren’t such a coward. If he weren’t such a coward, he would start at the top of the smooth headland above him, set his wheelchair in motion, and careen down the hillside until he followed the brook in its plunge.

But not yet. First he wanted to—

Sylvan woke with a jerk. Her eyes, so similar in color to the grass beneath her head, stared in panic at some unseen peril. The muscles that he’d seen lax now tensed once more, and her legs twitched as if she longed to run.

No, he couldn’t kill himself just yet. Not until he’d unraveled the tangled threads of Sylvan’s terror.

Leaning over, he lifted her foot. She tried to jerk it away, but his grip tightened on her ankle. “Keep still,” he said. “I only want to massage you.”

She brushed at her face as if it were sheathed in cobwebs. “No.”

“You’ll like it.” Stripping off her shoe, he placed her foot on his knee.

“No.” She sounded fretful, and she must have realized it, for she tried now for cordiality. “I mean, yes, I’m sure I would, but I’m ticklish.”

Firmly, he began to rub her toes through her white silk stockings. “A friend of mine taught me the essentials.”

“You mean one of your mistresses!” she snapped.

“A dancer,” he admitted. “But it feels good, does it not?”

She struggled for another reason for him to desist, and at last wailed, “You’ll see my underthings.”

“Believe me, I’m not in the least interested in looking at your underthings.” He couldn’t have been more sincere, and she must have sensed it, for after one last futile tug, she shut her eyes and let him have his way.

He hadn’t lied. He didn’t care about her underthings.

He only cared for what was inside them. “Why aren’t you sleeping at night?” he asked.

She answered too quickly. “I don’t need much sleep.”

“I thought maybe the ghost was disturbing you.” Her foot twitched in his hand, and he crowed, “Ah-ha! You have seen the ghost.”

“Only once.”

She sounded as grumpy as a fretful child, and he picked up her other foot, too.

She tried to wrestle it away, saying, “Quit!”

“It doesn’t tickle, does it?”

“No,” she said sulkily.

“That’s because I’m an expert. If you like, I can massage your shoulders and your back.” And your front and your legs. But he didn’t say that.

“I really don’t think so, Lord Rand.”

She sounded insufferably prim, but her skirt slipped up to expose her leg and he looked hungrily at the flesh between her garter and her pantalettes. For one awful moment, he couldn’t move, and she stirred as if she would open her eyes. Hastily, he began his massage again. “When did you see the ghost?”

“Um.” She seemed to struggle before deciding to answer. “The first night I came.”

“The night Pert was attacked.”

“Yes, but that was nonsense, wasn’t it? Ghosts don’t hit people with rocks.”

“Then perhaps your ghost was a person.” He leaned over her. “Listen to me, Sylvan. Bar and lock your door tonight and sleep. There’s no ghost, and a man can’t break through that barrier.”


She murmured, “It’s not the ghost of Clairmont Court that keeps me awake.”

So something did keep her awake. Was it desire for him? He wanted to ask, but she appeared to be so relaxed. Her chest barely rose and fell with her breaths, and she seemed unaware when her skirt fluttered higher. And higher.

He shouldn’t look. It would only make him want more what he couldn’t have. But he could no more have turned away from the view than he could have turned away from the gate of heaven.

For him, Sylvan was the gate of heaven.

What torture! He loved giving her the gift of repose, and wanted to take it from her at the same time. She moaned when he pressed his thumb into the arch of her foot, and it sounded like ecstasy.

He wanted her so badly he could almost taste her. He wanted to taste her so badly, he suffered starvation.

Briefly, he rubbed her ankle, then pressed the long muscles of her calf. Wetting his lips, he asked, “Do you stay awake thinking of me?”

Her eyes opened, not in panic, as they had before, but in a kind of sleepy curiosity.

He touched her like a healer, but his gaze was that of a lover. She froze, and he glanced at the place he longed to kiss. The slumber in her gaze cleared away like clouds before a noontime sun, and she jerked her foot out of his grasp and rolled away. Sitting up, she grasped the hem of her skirt and held it down as if he could lift it with his thoughts. Then with one-handed haste, she crammed her bonnet back on her head. “You are a wicked man.”

“I am a hungry man,” he corrected. “Is that why you can’t sleep?”

“No! No.” She turned her face away, giving herself privacy in the depths of her hat. “May I please have my shoe?”

He prepared to hand it to her, but she stuck out her hand so stiffly and kept her head turned away so resolutely, he hesitated. After all, she already considered him wicked. Why not add to his sins? Placing it back in his lap, he said, “Come and get it.”

He cured her embarrassment with one swift stroke. Coming to her feet, she stalked over and towered above him. He grinned up at her and when she grabbed for her shoes, he snatched her by her wrists and tumbled her into his lap. She tumbled right out again, but he kept hold of her wrists, and as she wrestled with him, she railed, “You are a blackguard, sir, a criminal of the first water and I shall—”

“Kiss me?”

“Why? As a reward for deplorable behavior?”

“No, as payment for your shoe.”

Jerking her hands free, she reached for the slipper once more and he let her grab it before trapping her hand. Color flooded her cheeks once more when she realized his condition. “Your juvenile actions, sir, do not impress me.”

“Your touch impresses me.” He leaned toward her. “One kiss.”

“No.” She tried to twist away.

He held her. “Two kisses, then.”

He should have seen it coming, but he didn’t. She smacked him so hard with her free hand that his ears rang. Wrapping his arm around the back of her head in a wrestler’s hold, he brought her face close to his and laughed into her eyes. “You’ve got a punishing right, my lady, and you owe me three kisses for the gratification you got in using it.”


She squirmed through the first kiss and stayed rigid during the second. But the third…ah, it hadn’t been the darkness and proximity of the bed that had freed her inhibitions last time. He proved it when he wrung a response from her here, in the sunshine and the wind. When he finally drew away, he caressed her cheek and whispered, “You’ve got to come to me some night, and let me show you what pleasure can be.”

Her lids fluttered down and her dark lashes cast shadows on her cheeks. She whispered, “Can you find pleasure?”

“I don’t know, but if I can’t, I can still promise it to you.”

He didn’t know if he’d embarrassed her again, or if she didn’t understand, but before he could ask he heard, “Uncle Rand, what are you doing?”

Sylvan and Rand’s heads swiveled, and he saw Gail standing off to the side, head tilted, observing them with furrowed brow. Sylvan gasped, and this time when she grabbed for her slipper, he let her take it.

“Wretched child,” Rand said. “How long have you been there?”

Primming her mouth in a masterly imitation of Aunt Adela, Gail replied, “Since you started wrestling.”

“Why didn’t you say something?” Sylvan sounded quite fierce as she hopped up and down, trying to pull the limp leather over her foot.

“I did, but you didn’t hear me.”

Sylvan glanced at Rand, then looked up at the sky as if solutions could be found within the wispy clouds. “I was probably yelling too loudly, huh?”

“Uncle Rand was laughing, too, and then he kissed you, but I don’t understand why.”

Rand thought of and discarded several replies before saying, “I was showing Miss Sylvan how much I like her.”


“What were you doing it like that for?”

Rand recognized distaste when he saw it, and he even remembered feeling the same way at her age. But it would take a stronger man than he to explain the attraction between man and woman to a ten-year-old. “What are you doing here, Windy Gail?” he asked.

“I wanted to go to the mill, and I’m not allowed to go alone.” Gail’s blue eyes, so like his own, widened in patent appeal.

Rand grinned. She reminded him so much of himself, with her quick mind and cunning tricks. He hoped life treated her well. He wished he could live long enough to see her grown. He prayed for a shield to protect her from the arrows of cruelty the world cast at a bastard. “So you want us to take you?”

“Oh, would you?” She gave a little hop. “What a wonderful idea.”

“I agree,” Sylvan said dryly. “What a wonderful idea.”

“Although I hate to leave our solitude.” Rand glanced slyly at Sylvan and ducked when she glared. “But I suppose we should leave before Miss Sylvan is once more overcome with desire.”

“The desire to slap your face,” Sylvan snapped.

“Again.” He rubbed his still-stinging face. “We’ll go.”

They turned away from their regular route to the manor and moved instead toward the path along the cliffs toward the mill. Sylvan pushed and he strained to keep the wheelchair moving through the clumps of grass. One steep rise offered them a challenge, but with Gail’s help they topped the hill and saw below them the mill.

The sea washed into a small harbor below it, and the hills ringed it, but the mill dominated its surroundings. A massive building of native stone with a slate roof, it rumbled with noise and belched black smoke from its coal-powered steam engine. A villager stood atop a ladder, whitewashing the walls, but he fought a losing battle. Cinders filled the air and covered the grass around the building, although they seemed of no concern to the women taking their dinner outside.

Rand fought his instinct to cower. These were the women Lord Rand Malkin had greeted at church, the women he’d provided for in rough winters, the women he’d teased as he made the traditional visit to their homes at Christmastide. He’d been the beneficent lord, and now he was confined to a wheelchair.

He didn’t want to see their pity or know that they whispered behind his back.

Gail ran on ahead, shouting their names, but Sylvan touched his shoulder, giving him reassurance when there was no way she should know that he needed it.

When the women caught sight of him, they rose en masse and stared, and he closed his eyes for a moment, looking for courage inside himself. When he opened them, he saw a dozen beaming faces.

“Lord Rand, how good to see ye out.” Loretta rushed forward. Big-boned, big-bellied, she was the spokes-woman for the village and knew Rand well. “We’ve had you in our prayers this last year.”

While Loretta kissed his hand in hearty goodwill, Nanna from the farthest farm stood off to the side. Roz and Charity held Gail’s hands as she jumped up and down and babbled, and Rebecca, Shirley, Susan, and all the other women he’d known and cared for crowded around him. They smiled shyly or openly, depending on their natures, and tried to kiss his hands or touch his shoulder. He blushed beneath the sincerity of their welcome, and wondered why he’d avoided them.

“We missed ye this last Christmas, Lord Rand,” Shirley said. “We got our part of the ale and meat, but we had no one to flirt with us.”

“Aye, made our husbands right uppity,” Roz added.

“But ye brought yer husband back down, didn’t ye, Roz?” Loretta stood with her hands on her hips, and Rand laughed when Roz blushed.

“Yes, she’s a randy character,” he agreed.

“’Tis a shame about yer legs, m’lord.” Loretta broached the subject with no discomfiture. “But His Grace says yer nurse is the best to be had, and she’ll take proper care of ye.” Loretta took Sylvan’s hand and kissed it, too. “And I’m sure ye will, miss. Ye have a kind face, as well as a beautiful one, and we know we can depend on ye to help our dear Lord Rand.”

Now Sylvan blushed, and Rand liked that. Let her be embarrassed, too.

“I don’t see Pert,” he said.

“I’m here, sir.” The tiny woman stepped forward.

The bruises around her eyes had faded to green and yellow, and she had a cut beside her mouth that looked sore. She’d lost two teeth since last he saw her, but she might have lost teeth from natural causes. She smiled timidly when he reached for her hand. “This ghost sports quite a wallop for a vaporous spirit.”

Pert’s eyes filled with tears, and she glanced over her shoulder as if she feared whoever stood behind her. “It wasn’t even fully dark, but he was dressed all in black. It was my fault, I suppose, for being out so late, but His Grace paid me to stay and help, and I never thought someone would…would…”

Loretta wrapped her arm around Pert’s heaving shoulders. “It’s not your fault some misbegotten coward hit ye. Don’t ye ever say so again.”

Nowhere in Malkinhampsted could one find as timid and self-effacing a woman as Pert, and someone had done this to her, Rand thought.

Some person. Some man. Some maniac.

“Lord Rand,” Pert cried. “Ye’re hurting me!”

Hastily, he released her hand and watched with horror as she rubbed the red marks he’d left with his too-tight grip. “I am sorry,” he said. “My mind was wandering.”

Pert tried to smile. “No harm done.”

“No harm,” he muttered.

“Ye’re not to worry,” Loretta said in her bossiest tone, still cuddling Pert. “We’re not stupid, no matter what ye men think. We’re not going out alone at night.”

“That does relieve my mind,” he answered. He couldn’t see the mill, the women pressed in so closely, but he heard the door open.

Garth called, “Have you finished your dinners yet? We’re behind, you know.”

The women glanced at each other, then parted to let Garth see the objects of their attention. Garth smiled in delight and surprise, and striding forward, he called, “Rand! Thank God, you’ve come. I need you to help with these hussies.” He frowned at them in mock displeasure. “They’ll work for you when they won’t for me.”

“’Tis not our fault we’re behind, Yer Grace,” Loretta protested. “The machines still aren’t running right. They’re still breaking the threads all the time, and when we reach in to tie them, we’re lucky if that instrument of the devil doesn’t buck.”

“I know it, Loretta.” Garth gingerly patted her shoulder. “I’d swear there were gremlins in the cotton. Go in now, and we’ll see if we can’t make up time.”

“Will we work late, Yer Grace?” Shirley asked.

“At least until the machines are working smooth.” Grimacing in disgust, Garth offered, “I’ll pay extra.”


The women smiled and headed for the mill with hearty goodwill.

“Miss Sylvan.” Garth wiped his hand on a greasy rag, then took her arm. “And Gail.” He offered his other arm to the child, and she took it with a glowing smile. “How good to see you.” Leading them toward the door, he said, “Allow me to show you my pride and joy.”

“Hey!” Rand called from his wheelchair in the yard. “What about me?”

“Well, come on,” Garth ordered. “Don’t lag behind.”

Sylvan broke away from Garth and, going back to Rand, gave him a shove to start him on his way. Pushing his way toward the door, Rand entered the mill without flinching.

Sylvan could not. Her father held a part interest in several clothing mills. She’d visited them before, and she hated the noise, heat, and odor. Women stood at their stations, placing the cotton on the machines, taking off the thread when it was ready, binding it together when it broke. It required little strength or intelligence, but the women of Malkinhampsted performed their work willingly, alternating tasks as another group stopped to eat their suppers.

Gail hung on Garth’s arm, chatting with fiery excitement, and Garth watched her with such affection Sylvan’s heart was touched. Maybe Garth was her father. The more Sylvan came to know Garth, the more she accepted the possibility that he might have indulged in a moment of frivolous passion in his youth and then gravely taken responsibility. He certainly enjoyed Gail and treated her as a father should, but was he doing so because James would not or Rand could not? Every time Sylvan thought she had settled the matter, something occurred to change her mind.

When Sylvan and Rand came up, Garth shushed Gail gently. “Let’s show Miss Sylvan our mill.”


“Oh, yes,” Gail said enthusiastically. “It’s a great plant. It’s not in full operation yet. We can only spin the thread, but when we get the weaving machines set up, we’ll make the finest cloth in the country and we’ll help support the families of Malkinhampsted. A family like ours has a responsibility to its people, and this is the best way to fulfill it.”

She recited the phrases as if she’d heard them many times, and Garth smoothed the hair out of her eyes. “I’m prejudiced, of course, but she’s unusually clever, don’t you think?”

“Very clever,” Sylvan agreed, and thought surely Garth must be Gail’s father.

Rand watched them with poignant melancholy. “You spoil the child.”

“Who better?” Taking Sylvan’s arm, Garth explained the process by which cotton was turned into thread and thread became cloth. As he spoke, Sylvan marveled at this duke who cared for that which he might easily leave for an overseer.

With tact and a stifled curiosity, she’d also sought Gail’s mother, but without success. Yet that lack seemed unimportant. This family, these Malkins, showed more compassion for their people and their children than any noble family in England.

Gail broke in. “It’s the Malkin family salvation. With this mill, we’ll make enough money to support Clairmont Court forever. At the same time, it’ll keep our people home and away from the cities.”

Garth’s face lit with enthusiasm. “Yes, the men can work the fields, and the women—”

A shriek pierced his complacency, and Garth shoved Gail against the wall. Sylvan looked wildly around. Rand yelled at the machine operators, and in the center of the plant, a cluster of women raced to one of their own. Loretta ripped at the spinning threads around Roz, whose eyes bulged as she screamed. A patch of red appeared at her feet, splattering her shoes, the floor, the threads.

Sylvan froze.

Not now. Please not now. No more blood. No more pain. No more useless death and helpless terror. Please not—

Sylvan jerked herself free of the horror and ran to Roz.

Her hand had tangled in the spinning threads and the flesh had been sliced to the bone. Blood spurted, and Sylvan grabbed Roz’s arm, applied pressure, and wrapped the hand in her skirt. “Get me some place to sit her down,” Sylvan shouted.

Garth gently lifted Roz into his arms, and with Sylvan still holding her arm, he started toward the corner of the plant. They entered a small room with a desk spread with papers, and he lowered Roz into a massive leather chair.

“Water,” Sylvan said tersely, unwrapping the cut. “And needle and thread.” It looked bad, with shreds of muscle and tendon showing.

“Will I lose my thumb?” Roz shook in massive tremors. Her lips were blue and her skin turned chill and moist.

“Your Grace, have you got a blanket and a place this lady can rest while I fix her thumb?” Sylvan smiled at Roz. “This looks like the hundreds of saber cuts I treated after Waterloo.”

“Ye can fix it?” Roz shivered as Garth threw a blanket over her shoulders.

“I’ll do my best.”

Garth swept the paperwork off his desk and helped Roz onto it, and Sylvan went to work.


 

“Miss Sylvan!” Gail ran from Rand to Sylvan’s side when Sylvan stepped out of Garth’s office. “Will she be all right?”

Sylvan had never been around children much. She didn’t know how to respond to them, but right now, the sight of Gail’s fresh, bright face fed a need in her. Gail was whole, untouched, as far from the reek of death as it was possible to be. Reaching out with one trembling hand, she smoothed Gail’s cheek. “She’ll be fine.”

“Is her hand going to work again? ’Cause she has eight children and her husband fell ill six months ago, and he wasn’t ever worth much anyway. If Roz can’t work here, I don’t know what she’ll do.” Gail peered up at Sylvan. “But you fixed her, didn’t you?”

The noise of the machines assaulted Sylvan. The air stifled her. Fragments of cotton floated like a blizzard of unwoven cloth. Windows on high illuminated the threads spinning in a constant, dizzying motion. “I did what I could. The rest is in God’s hands.” Looking at her own hands, her incompetent hands, she saw blood under the fingernails. It sickened her.

“But think of her children,” Gail said. “You had to have made her better. You just had—”

“Gail.” Garth stood beside Sylvan. “Don’t nag.”

Rand said, “I’ve arranged transport for Roz, and Loretta will ride with her and care for her tonight.”

Garth nodded. “Good. I’ll pay them both, of course.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Rand spoke so gently, Sylvan thought he was speaking to her. But before she could reply, Garth said, “I know, but it seems this endeavor is plagued with accidents. Are we cursed by heaven?”


“More likely, we’re cursed by inexperience,” Rand said.

“I hired the best set-up men in England.” Garth rubbed his eyes with his hands and left two oily rings.

“We’ll get better,” Rand assured him. “We’re just too new to all of this, as are all our workers, and when we’ve been at it longer—”

“We.” Garth stared at his brother. “Does that mean you’re coming back to help?”

Rand looked around at the anxious women, the concerned machinists, and at his brother, worn with worry and struggle. He didn’t say no, and he didn’t commit either. Instead he promised, “I’ll help while I can.”

“Miss Sylvan.” Gail pointed to Sylvan where she leaned against the wall. “You have blood all over your skirt.”

Sylvan picked it up and stared at the fine lawn fabric. Crimson smeared the material with the weight and wet of the blood, and for some reason, that seemed more than she could bear. She glanced wildly at Garth and Gail and Rand, seeing them through a shifting red mist. She saw Rand’s lips move, but heard only a buzzing.

Then the floor came up to meet her.
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Leaning forward, Rand tucked the carriage blanket tighter around Sylvan’s waist, then pushed Gail closer. “Cuddle up,” he instructed. “Keep Miss Sylvan warm.”

It wasn’t really cold, only the chill of a spring evening by the ocean, but Sylvan cherished the heat of the child and the blanket, and it was only pride that made her object. “There’s nothing wrong with me. It was just a reaction to the excitement. I’ve certainly seen worse wounds than that.”

Rand ignored her, as he had each time she protested. Jasper had arrived with the closed traveling carriage that had been especially outfitted for Rand. The door had been widened, and the backward facing seat had been removed. Straps held Rand’s wheelchair securely, and he seemed quite comfortable as he said, “We’re almost back at Clairmont Court.”


Sylvan glared at his shadowy figure in resentment. She hated to have anyone see her in distress, and she had been in distress back at the mill. That whole plant was an accident waiting to happen. In reality, it hadn’t been the noise or the moving parts that made her ill, but the potential for injury that she saw existed at all times.

Since Waterloo, she had seen danger everywhere. She was like a mother whose child had just learned to walk, imagining the worst possible mishap in every instance—and she seemed to be mother to all the world. It made her sick to think of all the blood spilled without reason, because of war or carelessness.

But Rand offered solace. “Garth took Roz and Loretta home in one of the other carriages, and he’ll stay until they’re comfortable. The cook’s sending a basket of food. Mother’s sending blankets, and Loretta promised to do just what you said to treat Roz.” She saw the flash of his teeth in the dark. “Loretta thinks you can work miracles, so she told me. Do as I’m told, she said, and you’ll cure me, too.”

Sylvan gave a laugh that sounded remarkably like a sob. She hadn’t ever cured anyone. She’d just bandaged them and prayed, and usually they died anyway.

“So you can eat and go to bed. Everything’s taken care of. No arguments, and no brooding over ghosts.”

“Ghosts?” Her mind flew to the corpses she’d seen at Waterloo, to the once vibrant men who walked in her dreams. “How did you know about my ghosts?”

He hesitated, then said gently, “I wasn’t talking about your ghosts, but about the ghost of Clairmont Court.”

“Oh.” She laughed shortly. “That ghost. No, it’s not your ghost who frightens me. It’s the madman who masquerades as the ghost and attacks the women.” She broke off when Gail wiggled. “But I have great faith that he’ll be caught soon.” Infusing her voice with false cheer, she added, “Really.”

“Are you afraid of the ghost, Miss Sylvan?”

“No!” Sylvan could have kicked Rand for opening the subject, and kicked herself for speaking on it. She wasn’t used to having to watch her words, but Rand was. Didn’t he worry about scaring the child? “Big girls aren’t afraid of ghosts.”

“There’s a reasonable explanation for this nonsense about the ghost.” Gail’s voice took on strength and depth as if she quoted one of the adults. “We’ll catch the ghost and we’ll see an end to it.”

The carriage jolted to a halt, and Sylvan almost didn’t hear Rand murmur, “That’s the truth. That’ll be the end.”

Jasper jumped down from his perch and flung the door back so vigorously, it shook the carriage. Sticking his ugly, worried face inside, he asked, “Mr. Rand, are ye still well?”

Servants stood up and down the terrace stairs with lanterns, which they protected against the ever-present breeze. “I’m fine,” he said. “Help the ladies out.”

“But, sir…Aye, sir.”

He offered his hand to Gail, but she leaped out without help. When he grasped Sylvan, the tremor in his fingers shocked her.

“We heard all kinds of rumors about the accident and who was hurt.” Jasper squeezed her hand a little too hard. “I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to Mr. Rand while I wasn’t hard by.”

He reached in to help Rand free the chair from the restraining straps, leaving a shaken Sylvan standing on the steps.

Jasper was jealous.

She knew he didn’t like her taking Rand out every day, for every day he had given his help more grudgingly. But the sensation of menace he emanated startled her and left her staring at the servant’s broad shoulders. Could he have been the ghost in the hallway?

No, surely not. Why would Jasper want to frighten her? What reason would he have for perpetrating this kind of hoax? Besides—she relaxed—he didn’t look like Radolf. Once again, she was seeing danger where none existed.

A cry from the top of the stairs had her whirling, her heart in her throat.

“My son!” Lady Emmie rushed down, her hands outstretched. “Are you well?”

Sylvan closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Yes, she’d better calm herself before she surrendered to screaming hysterics.

“I’m fine.” Rand suffered her hug. “Mother, I’m fine.”

“Your mother was worried about you.” Aunt Adela descended the stairs in a dignified manner, leaning on James’s arm. “Convinced that you were hurt in the mill, she was. I told her that Malkins were tough and strong, but would she listen?” Rand passed her on the stairs, carried in the arms of Jasper and the footmen and accompanied by a softly babbling Lady Emmie. Aunt Adela began to ascend again. “No. She invariably frets about that mill. It’s a constant worry to all of us, and a shame that you and your brother insist on continuing construction of a project which can mean only our ruin.”

Sounding desperate, Rand interrupted. “Mother, it’s Sylvan who’s not well.”

Lady Emmie stood at the top of the stairs and looked back. “Sylvan, dear, what’s wrong?”

She started down, and Sylvan held up her hand. “A footman can help me up.”

“Gail can help her up, too.” Betty stood at the top of the stairs, her hands wrapped in an apron so wrinkled she must have been wringing it. “You do it, Miss Gail.”

Gail snapped to attention. “Yes, ma’am.” She took one of Sylvan’s arms and a footman took another, but Lady Emmie still bore down on her with Aunt Adela and James in her wake.

“You poor dear.” Lady Emmie got a good look at Sylvan, and her eyes widened. “You’ve got blood on your dress. Were you hurt?”

“No, Lady Emmie.” Sylvan negotiated the first few steps. “I only cared for the woman who was hurt.”

“Thank heavens! I would hate to have to explain to your father you’d been injured in our service. You got a letter from him today, and so did I. Here, Gail dear, let me do it, you’ll hurt your beautiful straight back helping Miss Sylvan.” Lady Emmie nudged Gail out of the way and took Sylvan’s arm.

“I got a letter from my father?” Sylvan could have groaned. “And he wrote you, too. Was he obnoxious?”

“He cares about your reputation a great deal. It’s obvious from his missive.”

That was no answer, and Sylvan knew it. She cringed at the demands her pushy father must have made on this lady.

“You got a letter from a doctor, too.”

“Dr. Moreland?”

“I believe that was his name,” Lady Emmie conceded. “I only glanced at the post. So rude to read other’s letters.”

“And one of my father’s favorite pastimes.”

Lady Emmie excused him as she helped Sylvan up the stairs. “Every parent has his own methods. Tell me if you feel faint, so I can catch you.”

Sylvan looked down on the diminutive figure.

“I’m behind you, Miss Sylvan,” Gail piped.


“I feel quite secure now,” Sylvan answered.

“So dreadful that your illness occurred while you are our guest.” Lady Emmie kept her arm wrapped around Sylvan’s waist in what felt like a gesture of affection. “Of course, you’re the nurse and you were probably right in the middle of this tragedy.”

Aunt Adela did an abrupt about-face when they passed her, and she proclaimed, “I always said women weren’t strong enough to handle the sight of blood and whatnot, but young persons nowadays don’t listen.”

“Adela, dear, that’s not strictly true.” Lady Emmie steered Sylvan to the top of the stairs and past Rand in his wheelchair. “Think of all the years when women were midwives and healers. You must admit women are stronger than men give us credit for.”

Betty caught Gail to her in a powerful hug, then said, “If you don’t have further need of me, Your Grace, I’ll put Miss Gail to bed.”

“Excellent.” Lady Emmie broke away from Sylvan and planted a swift kiss on Gail’s cheek. “Sleep well, child. You’ve been a brave girl today.”

“Women nurses are scandalous! They are required to look upon”—Aunt Adela swooped in to take Lady Emmie’s place at Sylvan’s side, and lowered her voice—“men’s parts. You know you agree with me.”

“Mother!” James stopped beside Rand and glared, embarrassed by the direction of the conversation.

“Oh, I might have once, but that was before I met Miss Sylvan.” Lady Emmie rushed up, ordered the footman away, and took Sylvan’s now free arm. “She’s such a lovely woman, so charming, with such exceptional manners. And so brave!”

“But there’s something wrong with her now,” Aunt Adela said triumphantly. Together, the women urged Sylvan through the door and into the study. “So she must not be equal to the tasks.”

“I’m fine.” Sylvan felt like a hank of bone between two small, feisty dogs as they tugged her cloak off. “And I assure you, Lady Adela, that while I have seen men’s parts, one doesn’t notice them when blood is spurting.”

“No,” Aunt Adela said, “I suppose not.”

“There you have it, Adela.” Lady Emmie brought Sylvan a sherry. “Although I do think you’re making light of your illness, Sylvan, or Rand wouldn’t have brought it to our attention.”

“Rand just likes having everyone concerned about someone else for a change.” Sylvan sipped the sherry and sighed. The Malkins served very good sherry, and she treasured its restorative properties right now.

“Our Miss Sylvan seems fine.” Aunt Adela poured two more sherries, handed one to Lady Emmie, and they both studied Sylvan. “When one thinks of the difficulties and…er…body effluents associated with childbirth, I think it’s surprising that so many persons consider women unfit for nursing.”

“We are the weaker sex,” Lady Emmie said.

“But you can’t leave these matters in a man’s hands.” Aunt Adela frowned at Rand and James as they entered the room, treating them as if they were personally responsible for the vagaries of the male gender. “Why, my dear husband, the late duke’s brother, quailed when James scraped his knee, and I know your husband, the dear late duke, did the same.”

“That’s true, but Roger was happiest when he fought and drew blood. No, dear, I’m afraid women aren’t fit to be nurses.”

“Dear, they are.”

Sylvan’s head spun in confusion, and from the expressions Rand and James wore, she thought they were experiencing the same sensation. But they, obviously, were used to it, for Rand diverted the ladies with one simple statement. “Miss Sylvan swooned.”

The ladies paused in midquarrel.

“Garth caught her,” Rand continued. “But I think she should be put to bed at once.”

“When I’m ready,” she snapped. He smirked, and she realized he really did like transferring the attention to someone else. It was a sign that he was healing, and she relaxed another degree.

“Dinner has been waiting,” Lady Emmie said. “Miss Sylvan, would you prefer a light meal in your room, or would you join us as our guest of honor?”

With an invitation like that, Sylvan couldn’t refuse, and a pleasant hour laden with food and wine passed before the family returned to the study to finish their gossip. Sylvan lagged behind, her gaze on the letters tossed on the table in the entry. She shouldn’t read them now, she knew, but she worried what her father had said, so she slipped them into her pocket and carried them into the study where already a quarrel had developed.

Standing in front of the fireplace, Aunt Adela folded her hands across her stomach. “This is what comes of owning the mill.”

Seating herself, Sylvan accepted a sherry and sneaked the letters out.

Rand sighed loudly. “Oh, Aunt Adela, we’re not going to go through that again.”

Sylvan first sighed as she juggled the missive from her father, then smiled as she clasped the missive from her mentor. Bad medicine first, she decided. With a guilty glance at her hosts, she broke the seal on her father’s letter.


With lofty indignation, Aunt Adela said, “Why not? It’s the truth, isn’t it? I admit, I had my doubts about this young woman before she arrived, but she has proved to be a well-spoken, genteel lady. And what have we turned her into? A drudge who treats the village women with their ailments.”

“It wasn’t an ailment, it was an accident!” Rand protested.

Garth sneaked toward the doorway.

“There wouldn’t have been an accident if there weren’t a mill,” Aunt Adela answered.

Garth backed out of the room.

“Come back here, young man.” Aunt Adela chased into the hall after Garth.

Skimming the sprawling epistle, Sylvan wondered if her father simply recopied one letter, over and over.

She was a disappointment. He’d worked hard to make money so she could have everything she ever wanted. He’d bought a barony for himself to help her get into the ton with the expectation she would find a nobleman to wed. But no. She’d obstinately refused all offers. She’d ruined her best chance when Hibbert died, but living at Clairmont Court, she could get herself a duke. Stop dithering and nab him.

“We’ve discussed this before, and nothing has changed.” Garth appeared with Aunt Adela dragging him by the arm. His rough appearance contrasted with the spotless room and its fashionable occupants. “Use all the excuses you like, but we all know you care only for the spoiled reputation of the duke of Clairmont.”

Sylvan crumpled the letter in her hand, walked to the fire, and threw it in.

“Well, somebody has to,” Aunt Adela said. “Obviously it’s of no concern to you.”


Sylvan wished she could toss her anger aside as easily. Slipping Dr. Moreland’s letter in her pocket, she decided to save it for the morrow. It would be discourteous to read it amid the discussion swirling around her, and after her father’s letter—she sipped her sherry—she had a bad taste in her mouth.

Going to the rack of bottles, Garth poured himself a brandy. “My reputation is my own.”

“But it’s not! Your reputation will taint us all. Trade!” Jumping into the fray, James said the word as if it were dirty. “The dukes of Clairmont have lived right here in this spot for five hundred years—”

“Four hundred,” Rand interrupted.

“—And not one of them ever dirtied his hands with trade.”

“I’d say it’s about time someone did some work, then.” Rand accepted a brandy from his brother, and their cut-glass goblets clinked as they touched.

“Oh, yes, you two will stick together. Always do.” James’s bitterness was palpable. “Don’t appreciate that it’s damned embarrassing when a fellow makes the rounds in London and some upstart merchant asks me how our enterprise is proceeding.” His lip curled in disgust. “A merchant, daring to speak to me as if I were an equal.”

“When of course you’re not,” Garth said.

That sounded like sarcasm to Sylvan, and apparently it sounded like sarcasm to Aunt Adela, too, for she swelled with indignation. “James is the most dutiful of cousins. Although he is in direct line for the dukedom, he begrudges you boys nothing. He wants only his position and his dignity.”

“I have stripped him of neither,” Garth said.

“For God’s sake, you don’t take me seriously,” James burst out. “No one ever takes me seriously, but I know my politics, and I have no patron. Just sponsor me—”

“Send you to Parliament so you can work against everything I believe in?” Garth laughed, short and ugly. “I think not.”

Amazed, Sylvan stared at the duke she’d thought mild-mannered and tranquil. His serenity masked a powerful will, it seemed, and a determination to proceed on his own course whether or not it met with approval. What other secrets did his composure hide?

“Privileges of the aristocrats are daily being eroded by the middle class, and if something is not done, we’ll all be serving tea to our butlers,” James argued.

The spectators looked from one to the other with more than speculation. Sylvan thought these must be old quarrels, old wounds.

“So we should legislate our privileges rather than adjust to the times and earn them? It’s a losing battle, James.” It sounded as if Rand had mediated this conflict before. “Can’t you see that?”

“Better to fight a losing battle than surrender without a shot.”

“Oh, I’m not surrendering,” Garth said. “I’m joining the enemy.”

James flipped open his snuff box and took a healthy pinch. “You should be ashamed.”

A paroxysm of sneezing muffled any further protest, but Aunt Adela took up the banner. “There’s no use talking to him, James.” She swallowed her sherry in one large, unladylike gulp. “His Grace revels in his disgrace.”

Garth put his hand on one hip in exaggerated gentility. “Does this mean you’ll be unsupportive when I start my drapery factory?”

“Tell me you’re jesting,” Aunt Adela said.


“Garth never jests, Mother.” James took his mother’s arm and led her toward the door. “We’ll just go to our rooms now and practice threading a needle.”

“My heart.” Aunt Adela pressed one hand to her chest and let James lead her out. “My heart can’t bear such demands.”

Garth watched them with a crooked smile, then said, “I’m sorry you had to listen to that, Miss Sylvan.”

Looking down at the residue of sherry in her glass, Sylvan was sorry, too. She hadn’t realized the discontent that bubbled beneath the surface of this seemingly temperate family.

Garth continued, “But we fight about it every few months, and that will continue until they realize I’m not going to back down.”

“Or until you sponsor James in Parliament,” Rand said.

“I’ll not pay to have my own cousin work against me,” Garth roared.

“Then you’re a damned fool,” Rand roared back. “At least we’d have peace at Clairmont Court, and what could he do? One man could no more stop this revolution than he could halt the tides.”

“James would work specifically against me.”

“He wouldn’t.” The long-quiet Lady Emmie spoke up. “James is a nice boy with a good sense of family.”

“He might be a nice boy, but he’s a frustrated boy, too.” Picking up the decanter, Garth poured himself a brandy, then took it to Rand and filled his glass. Sylvan held out her sherry glass, and after a sharp glance at her features, Garth poured it full, also. Holding it up, he asked, “Mother?”

Lady Emmie made a face, then reconsidered. “Maybe a little. There’s no malice in James.”


“He doesn’t pull the wings off of flies, if that’s what you mean,” Garth said. “But he hates my mill, and he’d do anything—”

“Not anything,” Lady Emmie insisted.

“Anything to destroy it.” Garth laughed a little. “He actually worries about other people’s opinions.”

“One does that, Garth, if one is not the duke,” Rand said with fine irony.

“You never did,” Garth said.

“Of course I did. Why do you think I wouldn’t go outside before Miss Sylvan forced me?”

“I never thought,” Garth said.

“I wish you would, dear,” Lady Emmie said. “I doubt even Sylvan could persuade Rand to return to London, and until James has a patron he’ll not return. A frustrated man in the house is very difficult to live with.”

“I’ll consider it.” Garth glanced at the doorway and said to someone out there, “Are you ready?” Apparently someone nodded, for he said, “Well, I’m off. Good night, all. Let’s sleep on this and see what the morrow brings.”

Lady Emmie stared after Garth, and Rand commanded, “Don’t fret, Mother. You know there’s no use worrying about Garth. He’s strong-minded, and he’ll do as he thinks best.”

“I know.” Lady Emmie hoisted herself to her feet as if she were exhausted. “I just wish I agreed with his assessment. Good night, dear.” She kissed Rand’s cheek. “Good night, Sylvan.” She kissed Sylvan, too, and drifted out of the room.

Rand was amused to see Sylvan touch her cheek and look at her fingers as if she expected to see some residue of the kiss. “She’s a lovely lady, isn’t she?” he asked.

“You have a lovely family.” Standing, she located the decanter and poured herself another brandy.


“After witnessing an outburst like that, you say I have a lovely family?”

She looked at him, and the expression in her eyes seemed as ancient as the hills. “My family fights, too.” Taking a drink, she shook her head as if to clear it. “Our fights consisted of my father saying unspeakable things in a controlled voice, and my mother murmuring reassurances, giving up everything to make him happy.” She chuckled bitterly. “And not succeeding.”

“What about you?”

“Me? Oh, I’m stubborn and silent and disobedient as always.”

“Funny.” He rolled closer to the fire and she followed. “You’ve never mentioned your mother. I thought she was dead.”

“She is. She’s still breathing, but she doesn’t dare talk, and she’s never allowed to think.”

“Sit down.” He pointed to the chair opposite his, and she obediently slid into it. “Is that why you haven’t married?”

Tipping the glass up, she took a drink. “The husband has all the power, the wife has none, and I’ll never submit to that kind of tyranny.”

“It’s not all tyranny. My parents adored each other until the day Da died, and though you’d never suspect, Aunt Adela adored Uncle Thom, and he her.”

She bit her lip and rolled the glass between her palms while watching the swells form on the brandy. “No marriage for me.”

“Did Hibbert ask you to wed him?”

She smiled poignantly. “Hibbert was my dearest friend.”

“So you said. But did he want you to marry him?”

“Yes.” She looked at him, her eyes heavy lidded. “And if I didn’t marry that sweet man, you can wager no one else will persuade me to the altar.”

Funny, Rand experienced intense gratification at having his curiosity allayed. Hibbert had been the best of men, the kind of fellow one liked in spite of his predilections, but Rand didn’t want to think of Sylvan living with him—not in sin, and not in innocence.

“So you sacrificed your reputation for Hibbert.”

Sylvan laughed, a tipsy laugh that ended in a hiccup. “Not really. I lost my reputation the moment I stepped into a hospital in Brussels.”

Rand remembered the filthy sheets, the stench of blood, the unmoved corpses. It made him shudder even now to think he’d been there for a short time. “Then why did you do it?”

“I was searching for him.”

“Hibbert?” Rand wrinkled his brow. He’d been unconscious or in a frenzy after the battle, trying to deal with his condition. Hibbert had died, he knew, but he remembered no other details. “Did you find him?”

“On the battlefield.” She rubbed the glass on her forehead and shut her eyes against the tears that leaked out. “Quite dead. He’d been stripped of every valuable, including his teeth, which they tell me are selling as transplants for those fortunate to be alive yet unfortunate enough to be toothless.”

“Sylvan.” He stretched out his hand, but she ignored it.

“There were other women who searched the battlefield, too, but they searched for husbands or brothers, and they didn’t succumb to the urge to help those still living.”

His hand dropped back to his side. She didn’t want his comfort right now. A combination of rage and sorrow squeezed the words from her, and she continued, “The thing that I didn’t understand—the thing I’ll never understand—is how the noble ladies can hate me so much.”

The candles guttered out, and Rand allowed his gaze to drift toward Sylvan’s face. The firelight glimmered on her lips, moist with brandy, and she slurred her words. But she knew exactly what she was saying.

“Before I went to Brussels, the ladies gossiped about me. They put their fans before their faces and gossiped, then they came to me and made snide comments, and all the while I knew they envied me my freedom.

“Then I went to Brussels to dance and drink and create more scandal, and instead I became a nurse.”

Her breath rasped into the glass as she lifted it to her mouth. “I found out what prejudice really was. I would speak to a lady whose son was alive because of me, and she’d give me the cut-direct. I’d try to tell her how to care for him, explain how to irrigate his wounds, and she’d turn her back on me. I saved her son. I saved his life, and that’s what ruined my reputation. When all I did was dance and drink and act like a fool, I was exciting, fascinating, wicked! When I did something worthwhile, when I got blood on my hands and saved good English lads, I became a pariah. Where’s the justice in that? I gave up my peace, and for what? God.”

The glass fell from her hand and rolled across the stone hearth. She rested her head against the back of the chair. He saw her swallow, and his tenderness all but choked him. How had this beautiful woman come to such a pass? What could he do to help her?

“I have no friends, no family who cares about me.”

“How can you say that? We care about you.”

She continued on as if she hadn’t heard. “I can’t even sleep, and all for men who treat me like a tramp and for their mothers who don’t trust me at all.” She stumbled to her feet.

“Don’t go away.” Rand caught her hand before she could flee. “My mother thinks the sun rises in your smile, and the only other people she thinks that about are her children. James teases, and Gail worships you.”

“Gail’s a child.” She peered at him searchingly. “What does she know?”

“Gail sees more than most adults,” he answered gently. “Anyway, even Aunt Adela approves of you, and if Aunt Adela approves…” Carefully, he chose his next words. “You’ve won me over, too. Let me show you.”

“How?”

“Come to bed with me.”

She didn’t stop to think. “No.”

“We’d be good together,” he urged.

“No.”

“It’s not because I’m crippled.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Not that.”

“Then what? I’d take care of you.” He wanted to take care of her. “I’d make you happy.”

“You don’t understand, do you?” She jerked her hand free and glared at him as if she hated him. “I don’t want to be your experiment. I don’t want to be the woman you use to find out whether you still have your masculinity.”

“That’s not—”

“Oh, isn’t it?” She stripped his pretensions from him with one scathing look. “Isn’t it?”

She ran from the room and he cursed his own stupidity. Yes, he’d wanted to find out if he were still functioning properly, but there were any number of women around the estate who would be glad to help him establish that fact. In truth, he hadn’t been interested until Sylvan Miles came into his life, and if she were to leave, he’d be uninterested again.

But he knew better than to proposition a lady so bluntly. Women liked to be courted, flirted with, not offered a toss between the sheets as an anecdote to melancholy. In the morning, he’d—

The great outer door creaked open, then slammed.

That wasn’t Sylvan, was it? She wasn’t going outside, was she?

Wheeling himself to the window, he cursed as he saw her race down the steps. “Jasper!” he yelled. “Jasper, come here.” When no one arrived, he picked up a gold candlestick and beat it against a table. God, had he chased Sylvan into danger with his eagerness?

He could barely see her now; she danced like a silvery shadow across the lawn. “Damn it, Jasper!” Rolling back, he grabbed an upholstered stool and threw it through the window.

It shattered in a glorious dissonance. The breeze blew into the room and he shouted, “Sylvan!”

A footman ran into the room, then another, and another, and the disheveled butler followed them all. “Lord Rand,” Peterson said, gasping. “How can I serve you?”

“She’s getting away!” Rand gestured to the window. He couldn’t see her anymore. “Can’t any of you dolts stop her?”

The footmen milled about like sheep, confused and bleating. Rand cursed them, then a half-dressed Garth ran into the room. “What’s the matter, Rand?” Feeling the wind on his face, seeing the shattered glass, Garth roared, “I was in bed! I’m not in the mood for a scene.”

“Sylvan’s outside,” Rand said. “You’ve got to go after her.”


“Couldn’t you have told us in some less dramatic way?” Garth demanded. “These broken windows are—”

Betty stepped into the room and took in the situation in one glance. Calm as always, she said, “Garth, this is important. There’s a madman loose, and we don’t want Miss Sylvan hurt.”

“There’s probably no danger.” Rand failed to reassure even himself, and he said hoarsely, “Organize a search party. Bring her back.”

Lady Emmie and Aunt Adela arrived in a flurry of Belgian lace and feather-light cotton, elbowing each other for first place through the door. Their outcry only added to the babble of voices as Garth organized the men and sent them out to comb the estate. Rand struggled to still his panic, but the men’s drawn faces told him how seriously they took the rumors of ghost and attacker.

“I don’t want to hear about the ghost frightening you,” Garth told them severely. “You’re grown men, and you know better than to believe that a ghost could attack a woman.”

“Nay, Yer Grace,” one of the men said, “we don’t think the ghost attacked the women. We believe the ghost is warning us about a killer who stalks the night.”

“He hasn’t killed anybody yet,” Garth said, “and you’d be wise to fear me more than some unknown assailant. I’m sending you out in groups of two. You’ll be safe.”

The wind howled through the shattered window as if to contradict him, and the men fell silent. Rand thought for a moment they would defy Garth, but then Peterson shrugged himself into his coat and said, “We’ve got to go after her. Can’t have Miss Sylvan out in the dark all alone. She might hurt herself.”

With little murmurs of agreement, the men drifted out to do their search.


“They like her,” Rand said in amazement.

“They get tired of sweeping up window glass.” Garth kicked at the glittering shards. “That’s the first one you’ve broken since she came. Where’s James?”

“Here.” James strolled out of the shadows, still dressed in an appropriately frayed coat and hat, and wearing scuffed boots.

“You’ll go with me,” Garth commanded.

“I think not,” James answered, plain and flat.

Garth collared him. “Dammit, James!”

“I’m the one who fought at Waterloo while you waited in safety at home,” James said fiercely. “When it comes to battle experience, I’m miles ahead of you, Your Grace, so I suggest you unhand me.”

“James.” Aunt Adela sounded frightened.

“Garth, please.” Lady Emmie had tears in her eyes.

Garth and James glared, eye to eye, until Rand drove his wheelchair into Garth’s legs. “By Jove!” Garth released James with a jerk. “What do you think you are doing, Rand?”

“If you want to fight James, then do it. But do it after Sylvan’s been found.” Rand stared at Garth until Garth glanced away, then he turned to James and said, “Locate her for me. I depend on you. Bring her back.”

James smiled, swift and angry. “I will, Rand. I will.” He left without another glance at anyone.

Betty brought Garth his greatcoat and helped him into it. He looked embarrassed, sheepish. He shouldn’t have alienated James, and he knew it. But his drawn face testified to his weariness, and Rand said, “We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

Garth nodded, then he said to Betty, “You’ll organize the men as they come back?”

She nodded, white-lipped. “I’ll get them tea and biscuits, but I won’t let them stay until Miss Sylvan’s found.”

Coming to Rand, Garth put his hand on his shoulder. “Go to bed. We’ll find her.”

Rand’s weariness struck at him bone deep.

“Go to bed,” Garth repeated. “You really don’t need to worry. Sylvan’s a nurse. I’ll wager she’s stronger than any of us.”

Rand thought about the things Sylvan had told him—her pain and anguish. He remembered the sadness that had been haunting her during her stay.

Then he thought about her search of the battlefield, her service in the hospitals, her strength in the face of social stigma. She was strong. No one knew how strong. She was the only woman he could depend on, the only woman who neither feared him nor feared for him. She’d left him on the cliff as a token of her confidence in his abilities.

Shouldn’t he show the same confidence in her?

“Betty will help me to the sofa, but you must promise—”

Garth lifted his hand. “I swear Betty will come to you when Sylvan is found.” He walked toward the door, then turned. “But what I want to know is—what madness made Miss Sylvan flee the house?”

“Not madness,” Rand said. “Stupidity. My stupidity, and I’ll never forgive myself if—”

“If she’s the madman’s next target?”

Rand rubbed his hands up and down his thighs. “She’s got to be safe. She’s got to be.”
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What stupidity had chased her from the warmth and light of Clairmont Court? The wind in Beechwood Hollow whipped Sylvan’s skirt and raised goose bumps along her skin, but it offered no answer.

At least no answer that she wanted to hear. Perhaps she could blame the drink, or her fainting fit, or her frustration with Rand, but the truth was that her own stupidity had chased her out the door. She had no reason to resurrect the memories of Brussels, and she never should have told Rand. Most assuredly she shouldn’t have been tempted by Rand’s offer of solace in the comfort of his bed.

Sylvan stopped walking, took off her slipper, and shook a pebble free.

And what did she think a jaunt outdoors would solve? True, she loved the fresh air, the sound of the sea, and the sense of freedom. But she discovered that none of the three could light the darkness, and in the country, darkness reigned supreme.


Sylvan had, for the most part, grown up in London. Light glowed from windows, from carriages, even from gaslights on a few stretches of street. But out here, Sylvan could stand on the side of the hill, sweep the area with her gaze, and see nothing. Nothing except…what was that?

She tensed and stared at a light that bobbed along, then vanished. What was that? Did the ghost need a light for his jaunts around the country? Worse, did the light of spectral death shine from within him?

Or did the person who attacked Pert seek a new victim?

Ghosts frightened her, but even with the sighting on her first night, she didn’t really believe in them.

She did believe in murderers.

With little, embarrassing whimpers, she started to run, fell over a stump, and skidded into a boulder. Head spinning, she slowly eased herself erect and searched herself for injury. She found it, too, when she poked her finger through the rip in her dress and touched her knee. Wincing, she explored the oozing patch of skin and wished this didn’t remind her so much of her youthful exploits. After all, she was no longer a young hoyden trying to escape her father’s domination, and she needed to stop acting like one.

Painfully, she stood erect and started limping in what she hoped was the direction of Clairmont Court.

It would have been better if she hadn’t gotten lost. Conceited as she was, she thought she could find the paths she’d explored in the daytime. But it was so dark out here—wait! There was another light. She crouched as if that would shield her from the distant glow, but it vanished just as the previous one had. Vanished, she supposed, around some rock or over some hill.


Standing, she redoubled her efforts to get back to Clairmont Court, hoping that the downward grade was nothing more than a dip in the moist soil.

At Clairmont Court, the servants kept the fires stoked night and day, and a warmth permeated everywhere. When she got back, she’d call for warm water and ask Betty to help her get into bed. If only it weren’t so dark out here.

The wind whispered fear into her ear. Or was it the wind? Did she hear a voice? “Good evening,” she called, and her voice quavered. “Who’s there?”

Only a rattle answered as gravel tumbled down a stony lip.

Small animals, she thought. Little, skittering beasts with sharp teeth and big eyes who peered at her but were totally harmless.

But if they were harmless, why did they need those sharp teeth?

The stony lip became such a sheer rise she walked while touching it with her hand, and the slope declined rapidly beneath her feet. She didn’t ever remember coming this way, but Clairmont Court was this direction. Soon she’d be seeing lights, wouldn’t she?

House lights, not those damned walking flames that she glimpsed again out of the corner of her eye.

The rocks that rattled off the cliff above her this time were bigger, and she jerked her guiding hand away from the smooth stone.

Small animals couldn’t have caused this slide, and wolves had not roamed England for hundreds of years—so she’d been told.

She smeared her hands across her face. She couldn’t lie to herself. It wasn’t wolves or small animals or even an assailant she heard. Fear stalked her, not some lurking menace. Tonight, she was her own worst enemy, not knowing which direction to turn, and she wanted to go home. Groaning, she reached for the stone cliff again—and heard an answering groan of piteous distress.

Leaping back, she looked high where she thought the top of the cliff might be, and saw nothing. But she heard it. A muttering. A scuffle. An intimidating, wordless whisper.

The scrape of rock against rock.

She ran backward just as a boulder plummeted off the cliff right to the place where she had stood. She kept running when she heard the roar of rage—then she stepped off firm ground into midair.

 

Rand woke in his bed, totally bewildered. A candle burned on the stand. Wind howled around the windows. Night still pressed against the glass, yet he felt as if hours had passed since he lay on the sofa.

Sofa? He passed his hands over his eyes. When had he gone to bed? Who had put him to bed? Why was he still in his clothes from the previous day? And why was the outcry of men growing in intensity?

Sylvan, he thought, and yelled, “Sylvan!”

No one answered. Probably no one heard him. The tumult grew with every moment. “Jasper,” he shouted, but Jasper didn’t answer.

But Jasper had to be there, else how would Rand have gone from the sofa to the bed without waking?

A chill crawled down his spine, and he fought off that sense of anguish with a roar of fury. His door burst open at the sound, and James stood in the doorway with Sylvan in his arms.

She was covered in dirt like a confection rolled in chocolate powder. Wrapped in James’s cloak, she shivered pitiably, and Rand feared he saw bruises on the caked forehead.

“I’m not hurt.” Her teeth chattered as she spoke. “I was very lucky.”

James’s expression belied her attempted cheerfulness. “She fell off the middle ledge near Beechwood Hollow.”

“God!” Rand stretched out his arms and James brought her to him, presenting her as if she were Rand’s possession. Cold seeped from her through Rand’s shirt, and he wrapped her in a warming hug. “What’s broken?”

“Nothing,” she said quickly.

She didn’t try to get away from him, Rand noted. Whatever had happened during her nocturnal wanderings had frightened her enough that she huddled close, tucking her head against his chest.

“Nothing that I could find,” James answered. “But she was unconscious when I found her, although she revived almost immediately. She said she’d heard noises on the cliff above her and jumped back to avoid a rockfall.”

Rand brushed at Sylvan’s face, and as dirt and bits of grass fell away, he confirmed a bump on her forehead and a bruise on her cheek. He glared at James, furious at the desecration of her elfin beauty.

James patted his pockets until he found his snuff box. “Don’t glare at me, Rand! I’m not the one who imagined a voice on the cliff.” Flipping it open with his mutilated hand, he lifted a pinch to his nose and sneezed violently. Then, turning his head toward the hall, he announced with a distinct lack of pleasure, “His Grace has returned.”

Garth had indeed returned. He charged into the room like a bull on the rampage, and with one look, took in the situation. “Miss Sylvan, you’re safe.” He heaved a sigh of relief. “Because of Loretta, I feared…well, let’s save that for the morning.”

Rand and James exchanged glances, and Sylvan stirred in Rand’s arms.

“You’re nothing but a big lug!” Betty spoke with open aspersion from the doorway. “You could have waited to say something as leading as that. Miss Sylvan, what are you doing in bed with Lord Rand?”

“I’m cold,” Sylvan said.

Betty stared, her eyes narrowed in disapproval, until Rand said, “Oh, leave her. It’s innocent enough. Half the family and all the staff are in here, and I’m surprised Mother and Aunt Adela haven’t appeared.”

Betty gestured toward two serving maids weighed down with trays, and directed them to place their burdens on the table. When they left, she took the flickering candle and lit more until the room glowed. “Your mother and aunt were asleep in the ladies’ wing when I went to check on them. You behave yourself, Lord Rand, and I’ll not get the urge to go wake them.”

“I’ll behave myself.” Rand’s promise was fervent and heartfelt. To Garth, he said, “Tell me what happened.”

“We might not have found Sylvan, but we found Loretta.”

“Loretta? Wasn’t she staying with Nanna?” Sylvan struggled to sit up, and Rand held her tighter. Glaring at him, she whispered, “Unhand me.”

“Later,” he whispered back.

Garth reached for the first cup of tea Betty poured, but Betty sailed past him and gave it to Sylvan. This time Rand let Sylvan sit up—well, she couldn’t drink that tea in a half-reclining position—but he didn’t let her out of his lap. He wasn’t likely to, either. “So, tell us about Loretta, Garth,” Rand commanded.


“Are you sure?” Garth looked significantly at Sylvan.

Betty said, “Tell them.”

With an injured look at the housekeeper, Garth said, “Loretta stayed at Nanna’s until Nanna was resting quietly and Nanna’s older girl said she could handle things, then Loretta left to go home and check on her own family. Her husband doesn’t like it when she’s gone, you realize. We found her—”

Horror began its slow, familiar build inside of Rand. “Found?”

Disgruntled, Garth admitted, “Jasper found her crawling in the dirt, trying to get home. She has a broken arm and probably a broken hand from trying to protect her head.”

Betty put the pot down with a rattle. James cursed, and Rand caught Sylvan’s cup before tea slopped over the edge.

He couldn’t believe he was hearing this. Not again. Not now.

“Blackguard hit her with some kind of rod. Marked her up horribly. Her face…” Garth pulled out a soiled handkerchief and wiped the sweat that started from his forehead. Then, with resolution, he said, “But Loretta’s a tough old bird and she’s already swearing she’s not going to die from this.”

“No.” Rand took a shallow breath. “No deaths.”

“I’ll send a package over from the duchess,” Betty said, half to herself, then lifted the teapot in her shaking hands.

“Mr. Donald was arriving just as I left, and Jasper guarded Loretta’s bedside so closely I wondered…well.” Garth kept his eye on the hot brown stream as Betty poured again. “Her husband ranted a bit until I spoke to him.” Again he reached for the cup, but she stirred in sugar and presented it to James.


“By Jove,” Garth protested, “ladies first, and all that, but I’m the duke.”

Wrapping his fingers around the fine china cup to warm them, James smiled smugly. “I found Sylvan.”

Sylvan. Rand looked at her, close in his arms, and found her looking back at him. Maybe he didn’t deserve someone like Sylvan. Maybe he’d sinned too often and too well. But he wanted her in his life, and he’d take her now and make himself worthy of her later…if there was a later.

“Yes, well.” Garth squirmed and glanced around. “You tracked dirt all the way from the front door.”

He couldn’t have been more ungracious, and Betty punched Garth in the arm. “That’s a fine praise to give your cousin for tramping all over Clairmont Estate in the middle of the night. You’re just jealous because you didn’t find her with your well-made plans and your men and their lanterns.” She poured tea. “Besides, you’re none too clean yourself. There’s dirt tracked from the front door more often than not, and everyone pretends ignorance when I complain.”

She presented the cup to Rand with a flourish. Now he had to let go of Sylvan, but he did it unwillingly. This might be the last time he would touch her. The last time…

Sylvan settled on the pillow next to him and asked, “Who did it?”

Guilt brought Rand’s mind back to Betty’s complaint. “Who tracked dirt?”

Heads swiveled in his direction, and James had recovered enough of his good humor to say, “Don’t be daft, man. She wants to know who attacked Loretta.”

“You would not relish the knowledge.” Garth took the last cup of tea in his rough hands.


Garth was right. Rand wouldn’t relish the knowledge, but he feared he already knew. “The ghost?”

“Tall man, dark hair, but she couldn’t see his face. Loretta didn’t say it was the ghost. In fact, she even scoffed when one of the neighbors made mention of it.” Staring into the cup, Garth seemed to have forgotten to drink. “The fact remains, everyone in the village thinks it’s the ghost, come to avenge himself on me for operating the mill.”

“The ghost,” Rand repeated dully.

“Then he should attack you,” Sylvan said to Garth.

“No.” James finished his tea and returned the cup to Betty. “Whoever it is—assuming it’s not a ghost—knows that the best way to attack Garth is to attack his people.” At Sylvan’s murmur of surprise, he shrugged. “We have our disagreements, Garth and I, but I’m not blind to his good points. He’s just blind to mine.”

“I know your good points,” Garth said with irritation. “I just wish you’d apply them to doing your duty to me.”

“Rather than to my country?” James shot back.

“You’re not doing your country any favors by agitating for a return to the Dark Ages.”

Before the timeworn quarrel could erupt again, Betty took Garth by the sleeve. “Your Grace undoubtedly wishes to freshen yourself.”

“Dammit, woman!” Garth jerked himself loose. “You—” he paused and observed the expression on Betty’s face, “are undoubtedly correct. I do want to…um…”

He started for the door, and Rand freed himself from his living nightmare: he had to know the location of everyone, especially—“Where’s Jasper?”

“He’s still at Loretta’s.” Garth started back in. “Do you need help?”


“God, no!” Rand couldn’t have been more horrified.

And Garth couldn’t have been more mortified. “I’m sorry. I thought you’d let me…ah…assist you.”

Garth’s distress shook Rand. He hadn’t meant to hurt his brother. He hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. “I don’t want to rise right now. If I do, James will help me.”

At the look on Garth’s face, Rand cursed himself. He hadn’t helped with his unthinking comment.

“James helped you after the battle, didn’t he? Yes, I suppose he’s better at it than…” Garth shuffled his feet. “By the way, James, excellent work finding Sylvan. Excellent.”

If anything, James looked as embarrassed as Garth. “It was nothing. A mere bit of luck.”

“Yes, well.” Garth backed out of the room. “Congratulations.”

The silence that followed his departure swallowed all words. Betty looked from the place where he had been standing to Sylvan seated on the bed, then picked up her tray. “Some men,” she said to Sylvan, “don’t understand that there’s more to heroism than fighting a war or finding a lost soul.” She bobbed a curtsy. “But thank you for finding Sylvan, Sir James.”

She left, and James asked thoughtfully, “He really didn’t like being left behind, did he?”

“Garth does his duty,” Rand said. “And if that includes tending Clairmont Court while the rest of us go to war, he does it.”

“He hasn’t married,” Sylvan said. “Isn’t that a duke’s duty? To produce heirs?”

“Oh, well.” James thrust his hands into his pockets. “It never mattered—”

He paused, aghast, and Rand finished the sentence for him. “When I could walk. It was understood I would provide the heirs for the dukedom. Now Garth says he’ll do his duty, but not until the mill is running. It is distasteful for him.”

“Yes, a quandary,” James agreed uncomfortably.

Shivering, Sylvan began to wiggle her feet under the covers.

In a flurry, Rand grabbed for her ankles. Catching them before they’d gone more than an inch, he pushed them away. “It isn’t proper,” he said, trying to wipe the startled expression from her face, but his remark obviously startled her more.

He was going to lose her. Already, he feared, she could see the insanity in him, but he wanted to divert her. Taking the comforter, he wrapped her feet in it. “Is that better?”

“Much better.”

She still stared, trying to fathom his uneasiness, and he quickly turned the subject. “James, tell me how you found her.” He knew James would be more than willing to tell his tale, and he knew Sylvan’s attention would be caught.

“I was looking for Miss Sylvan,” James said eagerly. “I’d watched you two as you wandered about, and thought Miss Sylvan might have gone to Beechwood Hollow and gotten lost on her return. So I walked down toward the Terraces, and I heard a rock tumble and a woman scream. I ran toward the ledges, calling, and another stone tumbled down.”

“Didn’t you hear him groan?” Sylvan demanded.

James shook his head. “I didn’t hear anything but the ocean, the wind, and some animal mating in the dark.”

Rand didn’t believe James. He’d seen that look before when James knew something he didn’t like and didn’t want to admit.


But James’s scorn infuriated Sylvan, and she said, “It wasn’t an animal, mating or otherwise. It was a man, I tell you!”

“Anything’s possible,” James answered. “All I know is that I found you without interference from either the animal in ecstasy or the man in pain.”

Rand laid a hand over Sylvan’s when she would have snapped at him again, and she looked at him with open rebellion. But he nodded and smiled, letting her know that he believed her, and she tucked her mouth tight and scooted off the bed.

Did she suspect? Probably not. James and his doubts would have clouded her mind, and Rand was glad of that, at least.

“There’s an answer to this puzzle, I have no doubt, but I can’t decipher it until I have a clear mind. I’m going to sleep for what remains of the night. I’d suggest the same for both of you.” She staggered a little as she walked toward James. Her voice sounded cold, but she took his hand politely. “Thank you for coming to my rescue. If not for you—”

“If not for me,” James interrupted, “you wouldn’t be here. You owe me your life.”

“No modesty, James,” Rand muttered.

Sylvan’s smile wobbled as the memory of her alarm suddenly possessed her. “I fear that might be true.”

Clucking her under the chin as if she were a child, James commanded, “Go to bed and dream sweet dreams. No one tried to kill you tonight. You were just foolish and female, and those two things march hand in hand always.”

Stiffening again, she said, “I can’t think where you got your reputation as a flatterer.” She marched out without a backward glance.


James watched her with a droop to his fine mouth, and his fingers twitched.

“What did you really hear?” Rand asked.

James turned back. “I told you. The ocean, the wind, and an animal in heat. Nothing more.”

“You wouldn’t lie to a cripple, would you?”

“You wouldn’t try to make me feel guilty, would you?” James countered.

Rand couldn’t restrain his bitter amusement, and he laughed. James nodded, yawned, and said abruptly, “Need anything before I retire, coz? One hates to lose one’s beauty sleep.”

“Nothing,” Rand said hoarsely. “Just go.”

James stared at Rand’s abrupt command, then shrugged. “G’night, then.”

Rand waited until the ring of James’s boots had faded, until he was sure everyone had left him completely alone. Then, moving with the slow anguish of an amputee about to view his mangled limbs for the first time, Rand pushed the covers away. Slowly, he leaned back and stared.

It would do him no good to curse the light that showed him the truth, nor cry to God for understanding. He’d tried it before.

He already knew nothing could erase the stain of mud from the white linen sheets, nor clean the dirt from between his toes, nor wipe the sin from his soul. The proof was there.

He’d been walking again.
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But he wouldn’t have tried to hurt Sylvan. He loved her.

Dammit. Rand buried his head in his hands. He loved her, and he’d tried to kill her. If that wasn’t mad, he didn’t know what was.

He’d come home from Waterloo furious, indignant at being bound to a wheelchair, and livid that he was even alive. One brief moment on the battlefield had saved his life and branded his soul, and he didn’t know if he could ever forgive himself.

But he’d ignored his guilt. Put it aside and resolved to live a useful life as compensation for the deaths.

Then he’d woken one morning with dirt on his feet, a trail from the front door to his bed, and the rumors of a ghostly visitor floating the halls of Clairmont Court.

He hadn’t believed it. It wasn’t possible that he had walked at night when he couldn’t during the day. He’d even tried to walk to prove it to himself, and he’d fallen on his face like the poor pitiful creature he was. So someone must have come at night and rubbed dirt on his feet and created a false trail. That was the only truth he would accept.

But he had a soldier’s ability to sleep lightly. One developed that talent when one worked for Wellington, and he hadn’t lost it in six short months. When no one arrived to disturb his constant nocturnal vigil, he became convinced he had been drugged. He ordered Jasper to taste all his food and drink before him, and slept only sparingly. He would catch the culprit by hook or by crook.

He hadn’t. He’d just had another one of those dreams of walking, and woke once more to dirty sheets. He wanted it to be a nasty trick, a perverted joke, but he couldn’t cozen himself again. His muscles ached from unaccustomed use. The soles of his feet had been cut by rocks. Worst of all, the ghost of the first duke had been sighted again, and by Betty, the woman he would trust with his life. When she’d told him about seeing the ghostly duke looking in her window, Rand had screamed at her in front of everyone—his mother, Aunt Adela, James, the Reverend Donald, timid little Clover Donald, and Garth, who’d been first amazed, then furious.

After that, his nocturnal wanderings became an irregular ritual that occurred without warning or reason. He came to think of his other self as the ghost, a wily creature who untied self-inflicted knots, avoided Garth’s traps—and attacked women.

How could no one suspect? Dirty sheets, dirty feet, a trail of dirt, and his own increasing lack of control seemed to him to be unassailable signals to anyone who had eyes to see. He watched servants and family members alike for guilt or awareness or any betraying emotion, but while everyone wanted to lift his pain and share his grief, it became obvious nobody comprehended anything of his guilt.

The sort of guilt no decent man could live with.

Well. He knew what he had to do.

 

Her toes bumping the risers with every step, Sylvan walked up the stairs. She’d roused Bernadette, the sleepy-eyed maid, to ask her help in removing her clothing, but Sylvan fought a pounding headache and the sick feeling she should be doing something for someone. Her feet dragged across the polished wood floor. It was a familiar feeling, one she’d experienced frequently since Waterloo, but tonight all her instincts directed her back down the stairs.

Rand needed her.

But he didn’t. He didn’t need anyone right now. The predawn hour was meant for slumber, and like everyone else in the manor, he was going to go to sleep. As was she.

“Miss?” Bernadette held her sitting door open.

Determined, Sylvan walked in and watched as the maid laid out her nightgown.

Rand hadn’t looked like a man who would calmly lie down and go to sleep. He’d worn the same expression the soldiers wore when they’d been mortally wounded and knew not how to die.

Or did he? Bernadette worked free the copper hooks of her gown while Sylvan covered her eyes with her hand and sighed. Was her imagination acting up again? Had the events of the day accelerated her predilection to see disaster at every corner? Had the lump on her head and the alcohol she’d consumed ruined her judgment?


Yes. She caught her gown as it slipped free of her shoulders and stared at the gilt curlicue molding on the picture frame.

There was nothing wrong with Rand, and even if there was, what could he do? The man was confined to his bed or his wheelchair. He couldn’t just get up and walk away.

Walk away…

She jerked free of Bernadette’s hands.

“Miss, you ripped your gown!”

Sylvan never noticed as she strode into the hallway. That was it. She’d seen something, heard something, that niggled at her. She didn’t know what, or why, but she knew she had to find Rand before he…She broke into a run, fastening the top hook of her dress as she sped down the stairs. She might be too sensitive, but she was right to be concerned.

She reached Rand’s room as the first rays of dawn lightened the sky, but Rand wasn’t in residence. Instead, she saw a trail of dirt—surely not surprising, with Garth and James tramping in and out. But the trail led right to Rand’s bed, and bits of grass hung from the hem on the sheets. Carefully, she folded the blankets back and stared.

There it was. The muddy stain.

She stared at it as a ripple of anguish grew into a whirlpool. All this time, she’d been infatuated with Rand: with his magnificent body, his incisive mind, his sharp tongue. Yet at the same time, a tiny part of her despised him. Why hadn’t he mastered his emotions? Why hadn’t he conquered his natural woe at being confined to a wheelchair, and why hadn’t he comforted his mother and aunt, assisted his brother with the mill, and helped his cousin achieve his dreams?

Before her lay the reason.


Sometimes, he walked. Sometimes, he wandered the halls of Clairmont Court, scaring the housemaids and foolish new nurses. Sometimes, he wandered outside and tracked mud onto Betty’s floors.

And sometimes, women were attacked when he walked.

Sleepwalking. What a dreadful, wonderful way for Rand’s mind to rehabilitate his body. What an absolutely revolting hoax was being perpetrated with his unknowing assistance.

No wonder Rand threw chairs and tantrums.

No wonder her infatuation had blossomed into something resembling love.

No! She jumped back from the bed as if it threatened her. It wasn’t love, only a great lump of contrition and desire that clogged her throat and brought tears to her eyes.

She didn’t love. She wouldn’t love.

Carefully she covered the evidence with the blankets and rushed into the dim hallway. “Rand,” she called. “Rand!”

No one answered. Where had he gone? How had he gone? “Rand!”

In the brightly lit dining room, she found Cole, the very young footman, struggling to pull on his formal coat. “Miss? Might I assist you?”

“Where’s Lord Rand?” She grabbed him before he had thrust both his arms into the sleeves. “Have you seen him?” The gangly youth flushed red. She’d seen the reaction before; a person made so uncomfortable by another’s handicap that he could scarcely speak. But she had no time to soothe his sensibilities. “Did you hurt him?”

“Hurt him?” He looked down at her hands. They clasped the ends of his cravat and threatened to pull the knot so tight it would cut off his breath. “I had to help him.”

She managed to whisper, “Explain yourself.”

“He was crawling.”

“Crawling?”

He couldn’t look her in the eye, and his prominent Adam’s apple rolled as he swallowed. “More like dragging himself down the hall from his bedroom.”

“Not walking?” she insisted, wanting to be perfectly clear.

“He can’t walk, miss.” Young Cole looked indignant. “Did ye think he was bluffing us?”

“No.” No, she thought he was walking in his sleep. “Where was his chair?”

“In the study.” He pointed as if she might not know where the study was located. “So I brought the…er…the…”

“Wheelchair,” she snapped. “It’s called a wheelchair.”

“Aye, ma’am.” Bobbing his head, he seemed intent on assuring her he knew the name. “A wheelchair. His wheelchair. I brought it to him and I had to…ah…pick him…ah…he couldn’t…” He caught sight of her impending eruption and finished hastily. “I picked him up and put him in the chair and got the other fellows out of bed to help me carry him down the stairs. We’re not supposed to be awake at this hour, but—”

She choked. “What stairs?”

“Out…er…out…er…”

“Outside?” She couldn’t wait long enough to hear his answer. Running to the outside door, she struggled to open it, but the young footman understood his physical duties better than his vocal ones. He nudged her aside and unbolted the locks.

“Why did you let Rand out?” she asked, appalled.


“He wanted to go out.”

“And you let him? No”—she held out one hand—“never mind. Of course you let him. But why lock the door behind him?”

“He couldn’t come back up the stairs without help, and there’s the ghost to worry about,” Cole explained as if she were the dense one.

She wanted to ask what protection a lock would be against a ghost, but he got the door unlocked before she could vent her exasperation, and she dashed onto the terrace. The east was rapidly brightening. The nocturnal animals had ended their forays and the morning animals had not yet begun their activities. Nothing moved. Nothing made a sound. Rand was nowhere in sight, but she couldn’t see far. “Where would he go?” she muttered.

“Miss?” Cole sounded uncertain.

She scanned the area one more time.

“Miss!” Cole said urgently. “I have to tell ye, I’ve seen Lord Rand knock out windows and scream like a babe, but I’ve never seen him so…ah…”

“Tell me!”

“Grim. Resolved.” He squirmed. “He asked my forgiveness.”

“Your forgiveness?” A shudder ran through her. “Oh, Rand, what do you propose to do?” Running down the stairs, she hurried along the rutted path to the place on the cliff where they had gone the first day.

She remembered Garth’s assurances to her. Garth thought that Rand wouldn’t hurt himself, that Rand was too brave, too strong, too honorable. But Garth hadn’t realized the depth of Rand’s despair and self-loathing.

Rand believed he suffered fits during which he rose to stalk and ambush the village women.

The very attributes that made Garth certain his brother would never take the coward’s way out made it imperative Rand do so, and those attributes made Sylvan sure he was not guilty.

Reaching the top of the cliff, she saw no sign of Rand. The waves tumbled below and her heart sank. “Rand,” she whispered. “Please, wait for me. Don’t…” Headed toward the edge, she skidded down the first rise and stopped. Had he been here and propelled himself off the cliff? A swift examination of the ground and the memory of his terror that first day decided her. This wasn’t the place.

The breeze off the sea stirred her mind, but she didn’t know whether to believe what it whispered. Would he have gone to Beechwood Hollow? It was farther away, more difficult to reach, but perhaps the fondness he felt for the place would ease the bitterness of what he saw as his obligation—the termination of his life.

Swiftly she retraced her steps to the place where the path forked toward Beechwood Hollow. Her sides ached. She gasped for breath. The sun began to do its duty. Every moment brought more light to her surroundings. Puffing up the last gentle rise to the hollow, she espied them—wheel tracks in the damp grass.

He had come this way. But how long ago?

Redoubling her efforts, she topped the hill. There he was. His wheelchair perched on the highest point above the draw that led to the ocean. Turned sideways from her, he looked out at the horizon as if he could see eternity there.

She feared he could.

She shouted, but the same breeze that blew his hair away from his face blew her voice into nothingness. He put his hands on the wheels. She screamed and waved her arms. He gave himself a push. She sprinted down the hill. His chair careened forward. Leaning into it, he concentrated, controlling his downhill ride as if it were a sport and he the master. Panting, Sylvan dashed to intercept him. Clumps of grass flew back under the force of his wheels as he neared the drop-off. He shouted his determination, and the sound moved her to a greater effort. She sprang at him just as he realized she was there. He jerked himself sideways; she hit the chair with all the force of her body. He flew out of his seat, and they hit the ground hard.

Everything stopped.

All sound—the creak of the wheelchair, the pounding of her feet, his laughter, her panting, the whistle of the wind—stopped. His reckless plummet, her mad dash, ended with the taste of grass and the slap of dirt. Opening her eyes, she saw a blur of green and brown under her cheek. Beneath her, she felt the rise of Rand’s chest beneath his white shirt as he tried to get air. Was he hurt? Had she injured him in her rush to save him?

She pushed herself up by her hands, but something slammed her back onto his body.

His arm. It cut across her back like a steel blade. “Damn you, Sylvan Miles.” His voice rasped with agony and fury. “Do you know what you’ve done?”

“Yes.” She tried to crawl forward, but he wouldn’t let her. Then she tried to crawl backward, and that he permitted. She moved until they were face-to-face. Fury narrowed his eyes, and he pressed his lips into a thin line as she reiterated, “Yes. I know what I’ve done. I’ve saved a good man’s life.”

“Not a good man’s life. My life.”

She hated it, that he should so doubt his own value, and she blurted, “You’re not doing it.”

His chest began to rise and fall with large breaths beneath her. “Doing what?”


“Assaulting those women.”

The pupils of his eyes widened, swallowing the blue of his iris. His hand slid around to her throat and he circled it with his fingers. “How could I assault any woman from a wheelchair?”

She swallowed and felt the pressure of his grip, but it was too late to back down now. “You’re walking in your sleep.”

Anguish, horror, and fury followed in quick succession on his face. “Who told you that?”

“No one. I realized it by myself.”

“Did you see me?”

“No, but I saw the dirt in your bed.”

The hand at her throat shook. “And how many people did you tell?”

She almost answered, then rage gusted through her. “What kind of woman do you think I am?”

“Just like every other woman in the world.” He caught her jaw in his grip. “Loose-lipped and fast-tongued.”

Pointing toward the edge of the cliff, she said, “I just saved your miserable life.”

“For what?” He pulled his hand away as if he couldn’t stand to touch her. “To have me committed to Bedlam?”

“No! Because you’re not crazy, just…” She didn’t know just what he was. She didn’t understand what was happening to him, but she’d never met anyone so sane. She thought that somehow, his nocturnal wanderings were part of his healing, but how could she say so with any assurance? She, who was so ignorant that men had died under her care.

Rapidly, she said, “I don’t know why or how you’re walking at night, but I know you didn’t attack those women.”

“Why do you know that?” he asked scornfully.


“Because I want to do this.” Driven to desperation, she mashed her mouth on his briefly, then lifted her head. “Would I kiss you if I feared you would hurt me? Would I make myself vulnerable to you?”

Impatiently, he caught the back of her neck. “Perhaps you’re as crazy as I am.”

“Perhaps I am, but it was midnight when I saw the ghost walk.”

“What?” His fingers spasmed.

She winced and he let her go as if she burned him. “On the first night I was here, I saw the ghost. Remember? But it wasn’t a ghost, it was you, I know that now. You were in the halls, and I saw you. God, I’ll never forget.” Closing her eyes, she raised the vision in her mind. “You wore a white gown—your nightgown. The man who attacked Pert was dressed in black.”

“How do you know that?” he demanded.

Her eyes popped open. “She told us that day at the mill.”

He hesitated as if tempted to believe, then shook his head. “That scarcely proves my innocence.”

“Did you wake with dirt on your feet the next morning?”

“No, but my legs ached as they always do when I walk.” He shifted again as if he were uncomfortable, but when she tried to remove herself from on top of him, he stopped her.

So he wanted to keep her perched over him. Loosening his grip on life had not been easy for Rand Malkin, and she vowed to place it in his grasp once more. “You walked, but you never left the house.”

“How do you know that?” He sneered, but clearly, hope began to stir in him.

“Because Pert said it wasn’t yet fully dark when she was attacked.” He would have objected, but she leaned forward and pressed her finger to his lips. “And that evening, you will recall, you summoned me to remove a splinter from your hand. It was almost eleven o’clock before I left you that night, and I saw you walking in the hall as the clock struck twelve.” He frowned, thinking, calculating, and she insisted, “I was with you until the darkness was full, and when I saw you again, you had had no time to go out, assault a woman, and return.”

Beneath her, he began to tremble. He didn’t yet believe it, but she could see he wanted to. Clearly, she said, “Someone had seen you, realized your vulnerability, and for some reason sought to convince you you’re both insane and brutal. But it’s not you who’s insane and brutal. It was never you.” Clasping her hand to his shoulders, she pleaded with him. “Oh, please, can’t you believe? For if you were to throw yourself off a cliff—”

“If I were to throw myself off a cliff, I would never be able to give you the reward you so richly deserve.”

She leaned back with a sigh. “You do believe.”

His grin was barbaric. “I do.” If he could, she knew, he would run and jump and shout his jubilation. Instead he was earthbound, and restlessly he sought another way to celebrate. His hands roamed her arms, her back, then cupped her face. Firmly he brought her back to him and kissed her, first on each cheek, then on the nose, then on the lips. “You’ve saved my life,” he whispered. “Now I’m yours forever.”

She chuckled, weak and too relieved for words, and he took advantage of her frailty. With murmurs and urgings, he coaxed her to open her lips to him, and when she did his tongue created sensations made of texture and taste. Outside her, the ocean swept the world with its currents. Inside her, Rand swept her responses with his expertise. She breathed with him, moaned with him, ached with him. How could he do so much with a touch? How could she feel so much and want more?

Perhaps she shouldn’t want, but a tide of thankfulness rose inexorably in her. He was safe. She had done that. She had saved a life—his life. She had proved herself worthy of love, and she wanted to share her exultation with someone. With Rand.

Then something slithered around her neck. Cool morning air slipped in close, and when she sat up, she realized why. The neck of her dress gaped and one shoulder peeked out. He’d unhooked her while he kissed, and she grabbed at the material.

He watched her with eyes that shone with admiration. “Just let me see.”

Nervously, she licked her lips.

“If you’re really not afraid of me, let me see.”

She recognized his stratagem. He was using her compassion to manipulate her, to whip up the fire within him. But his self-destructive flame had been swallowed by passion’s conflagration, and passion was for those who survived.

She had dreamed of this. Perhaps she would never have allowed herself the pleasure if not for the circumstances, but now, one by one, with fingers that fumbled, she slid her sleeves over her arms.

His gaze lingered on her breasts, still hidden by a sheer cotton chemise. Slowly, very slowly, he reached out with his fingers. She had the chance to retreat. Indeed, a lingering sense of modesty urged her to. But some of his misery had been replaced with anticipation, so she let him pet the highest point. “Immodest women wear no chemise,” he said.

“I shall make a note of that.” She watched as he traced the dark circle of her aureole. Immodest surely must describe her, for as the sun came up, she sat in the middle of a glen and let a man touch her, and she enjoyed it. He urged her back down on top of him and she resisted—not because she feared him, but because she wanted him to stroke her some more. Then he lifted his head and caught her still-covered nipple into his mouth. He sucked, drawing all the stiffness, all the restraint, all the propriety from her and leaving only a wild tumble of sensation. Pleasure sped from that one tiny point to her curling toes, to the tips of her fingers, to a place deep inside her.

She collapsed on top of him, sure that this assuredly must promote her from immodest to wanton.

“Let me see,” he urged again.

She complied quickly, lowering her chemise to her waist. She didn’t want him to change his mind, but from the glow on his face, she suspected he had no such intention.

Hoarsely, he said, “I wondered what they would look like. I’ve peeked from the top and maneuvered you so the sun shone on those fine thin dresses you wear and the wind pressed the cloth against every ripple, but nothing could prepare me for this.” Cupping them, he murmured, “Beautiful.” Pulling her back to his mouth, he suckled on one, and sensation washed over her. Little moans escaped her, when she shivered, and he chuckled. “And tasty.”

She suffered a pang of chagrin.

“What?” he asked.

“Are you laughing at me?”

“Am I laughing at you?” He chuckled again but with less humor this time. “I’m flat on my back, clad in yesterday’s garb, incapable of moving, relying on an exquisite girl to ravish me, for I can’t seduce her. I can’t hold her, sweep her along with my passion, give her the benefit of my years of practice—practice for just this moment, may I add. Am I laughing at you?” He shook his head. “No, I’m waiting for you to dance away, sniggering at the man who dared dream of loving you.”

Tears sprang to her eyes at his vulnerability. “We’re a pair, aren’t we?”

The rage of their passion faded, replaced by tenderness. The caress of his arms across her bare back made her twist and sigh.

“Even if you dance away,” he whispered, “I will still be grateful. You’ve given me hope and a chance to start anew.” The caress of his hands strengthened, and he shifted her until she matched him chest and hip. “But if you stay, little elf, I’ll show you magic of my own.”

The sun cast his face in rugged peaks and valleys, and she daringly touched the hollow of his cheek with one finger. “If you want me, I’ll stay.”

He rewarded her with a smile of considerable charm. “A touch from your finger means more to me than all the rapture the world has to offer.”

“Then why are your hands sliding under my skirt?”

“I want to give you just as much rapture.”

She recognized balderdash when she heard it. “Someone warned me about men like you.”

“Your mother?”

“No.” She moved under his urging until her knees wrapped around his hips. “Hibbert.”

He chuckled. Then she adjusted herself, and he groaned. “God rest Hibbert, he kept you safe for me.” He rubbed her back until the position seemed less awkward and she relaxed.

Then he tried to push her to sit up, and she buried her head in his shoulder. “It’s not very elegant, is it?”


Beneath her, she felt him struggle against his laughter, and she turned her head and stared indignantly.

“It? Are we going to call it, ‘it’?”

“What else would you suggest?”

“How about—” She covered his mouth with her hand, but he bit her palm lightly. “That’s not what I was going to say,” he reproved. “If you know that word, you’ve associated with too many soldiers. I was going to call it ‘a delight fit for the gods.’ Or perhaps, ‘the most magnificent experience of my life.’”

She couldn’t help but ask suspiciously, “When did you learn to be charming?”

“Long before I learned to be surly.” He traced the curve of her lips with his fingertip. “As for elegance—it’s not. It’s sweaty and noisy and I’ll make it so good for you, you won’t care. Sit up, darling, and feel me against you.”

Walking her hands down his chest toward his stomach, she did as he instructed. He was there, full, hard, extended, under her pelvis. She pressed herself to him, and he closed his eyes as if he were in pain. “Am I hurting you?” She tried to lift off.

Grabbing her, he held her in place. “Exquisite agony.” The dark ruffles of his eyelashes rested against his cheeks, incongruously feminine on the starkly masculine face.

Sylvan wanted him always to look this way—wanting yet satisfied, desperate yet contented. Nature herself incited Sylvan to bravery. Seabirds rose from their nests and called encouragement, demonstrating promiscuity in their freewheeling flight. The scent of damp grass and fertile earth rose, a gift to the sun as it touched them.

She touched Rand all along his length, warming him as if she were the sun. His eyes sprang open and he stared at her, then he said, “You puzzle me. You’re all bold, then all shy. But here.” He shifted her up. “Let me solve the puzzle.”

His fingers found the slit in her drawers and he touched her until she squealed and jumped back.

He caught her swiftly. “Don’t you know how this works?” he asked.

“Yes.” She did. She just hadn’t expected it to be so… intimate. She knew where to find paradise, but it was discerning to realize he knew, also. And so expeditiously. Were all women built in a similar manner?

He answered the question before she could ask it. “Not all women are so sensitive—or so bashful.” His forehead wrinkled as he thought. “Perhaps it would be better if I just looked first.”

“No!” Looked? “Never.”

He meditated more. “Would you be more comfortable if I tasted you first?”

“No!”

“I tasted your breasts, and you liked it.”

“It’s not the same.” She struggled to explain, but his slight smile blocked her. “You’re teasing me.”

“Try me and see.”

He’d do it, too. He might find her discomfiture amusing, but she didn’t have a doubt that this wicked man would love to look, taste, and touch in any manner and for as long as he could. And she’d enjoy it, too, because he promised she would.

He pouted, trying to look like an injured boy while his body proclaimed him the rogue stallion. “Let me touch you,” he coaxed.

When presented with the alternatives, she nodded.

She’d given permission, and his impertinent fingers took full advantage. “I like this,” he said. “We’ll have to come here often and—”


“No, we won’t.”

“I’ll convince you.”

He sounded very sure of himself, and she supposed he was correct. Right now, he could convince her of anything, and without saying a word. He dabbed at her delicately. Smidgens of enchantment, strokes of genius. Everything throbbed with the rhythm of her heart, and what had started as too much soon became not enough.

She must appear positively lustful, with her chemise and bodice bunched at her waist and her skirt pulled up to meet them, and her drawers pulled open while she straddled a man. A man with one arm bent under his head. A man who looked young, delighted, relaxed.

That was worth the sacrifice…if she could call it a sacrifice.

His fingers searched and pressed, and a moan whispered out of her.

He chuckled. “That sound means I’m doing it right. That means you like this. You do like this. Don’t you?”

If what he said was true, he already knew the answer, but he asked again.

“Don’t you?”

What difference would the word make?

“Don’t you?”

His hand dropped away, and she said, “Yes!”

“I wouldn’t want it said I forced you.”

The movements of his fingers ravished her beyond caring. Her nipples tightened, her fingers and toes clenched, she tossed her head back and looked at the sky. She’d never come so close to flying.

“A little more, dear. A little higher.” His every guidance had steered her along the path to paradise.

“Relax. Give yourself up to it.”

The wind blew across her skin, the sun caressed her with its brightest morning rays, and she concentrated on getting higher, relaxing, giving herself up to it—whatever it was.

Then it caught her in a spasm, lifted her, proved Rand’s skill while pushing her to new limits. She hung onto him as if he could keep her on the ground when in fact he pushed her ever upward.

She loved it. She reveled in it. She wanted more and more, seeking it with greed and appetite, and he used his skill to give her all she demanded, and more.

Then it faded. Slowly, the pulsation eased, and she again became aware of the sun, the sea, the air….

Taking a breath—surely her first breath since Rand had kissed her breasts—she tried to remember her customary demeanor. For some reason, she longed to look normal, as if she found ecstasy every day.

Rand wanted none of that. He reached for her, murmuring, “Come here.” Catching her arms, he brought her back down to him, pressing her head onto his chest. She could hear his heart thundering, although she couldn’t comprehend why. He hadn’t experienced what she had. Yet he smirked and she wanted to ask him, as soon as she got her voice back, why he acted so satisfied.

But the screech of a raucous bird interrupted her before she could speak, and Rand said, “Damn!” He roughly tumbled her off of him on the far side, and when she tried to crane her neck to see around him he said, “Get down!”

Down? She was down, ripped from the cushion of pleasure and tossed into a sea of humiliation. “Rand?”

“Get dressed,” he ordered tersely, looking away from her.

She struggled against tears even as she struggled to pull her chemise over her shoulders and her skirt over her legs. Hearing the raucous screech again, she stopped and listened. That bird had words mixed with its fury. It sounded like outrage.

Then she realized how Rand scooted, trying to shield her. Someone had caught them. Someone…no, faces loomed over them. Garth, duke of Clairmont. Jasper. And the Reverend Donald.
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“In the fields?” Garth stood on the hearth in the sitting room and waved his walking cane as if he were conducting an orchestra. “You mated in the fields? Rand, have you gone mad?”

Rand winced at Garth’s apt accusation. He had gone mad. Mad for Sylvan. What had started out as a suicide dash into the ocean became instead an exquisite experiment in love. The vicar’s silent stalking fury, Garth’s loud exasperation, Jasper’s embarrassed assistance, scarcely existed when compared to his own disgruntled disappointment. Leaning close to Sylvan, he muttered, “One more hour. What I could have done with one more hour.”

“An hour?” He’d wrapped her in his white shirt to cover her, and she hadn’t been willing to give it up, even when they brought him a new shirt and tried to clothe her in a more feminine garb. Now she gave up trying to roll the cuffs, and stared at him incredulously. “An hour?”


He considered. “Maybe more. I’ve always like to linger over it, but it might take more time now.”

“Sh!” She lowered her head beneath the vicar’s glower. “They’ll hear you.”

Garth couldn’t have determined their words, but his glare made it clear he didn’t appreciate Rand’s sly amusement. He raised his voice and pointed at Jasper, who lingered in the hallway. “Jasper was frantic with worry when he arrived home and you weren’t in your bed. He roused me yet again—”

“That’s why Garth’s so grumpy.” Rand jockeyed his slightly battered wheelchair closer to the stool where Sylvan sat. She looked as woebegone as a waif, and he wanted—needed—to shield her from the concentrated disapproval of his family. “He needs his sleep.”

“—and we went careening across the countryside searching for you.”

Lady Emmie and Aunt Adela had been pacing the terrace when they came into view. Clover Donald had been lurking in the shadows. The Reverend Donald had quickly apprised the women of the situation. His mother had been shocked and indignant. His aunt had been shocked and righteous. Clover Donald had whimpered. And poor Sylvan had been at the center of their disapproval.

Garth said, “If I hadn’t remembered that James said you liked to visit Beechwood Hollow, we’d be out searching still!”

“At least you wouldn’t have interrupted us.”

Rand hadn’t spoken loudly, but Garth must have read his lips, for he exploded in a frenzy. “You’re not taking this seriously. We found you and Miss Sylvan—”

“In flagrante delicto?” James strolled into the room in his dressing gown.


Seeing Sylvan flinch, Rand began, “We weren’t exactly—”

“A man can’t sleep in this house without missing the most entertaining predicaments,” James said.

“Shut up, James.” Garth’s voice gained volume. “Rand, she’s covered with bruises.”

“I fell off a cliff,” Sylvan said.

Garth didn’t listen, didn’t care, or just didn’t have faith in her rationalization. “How could you force yourself on a woman like that?”

Sylvan whispered, “He didn’t exactly—”

“Of course he didn’t.” Aunt Adela clutched a handful of cloth over her bosom as she paced from the fireplace to the door. “This is all your fault, Garth, and I hope in the future you will listen to me when I clarify the proprieties. Miss Sylvan enticed the poor boy. This is the reward we get for embracing a viper.”

Rand snapped, “She’s not—”

“She’s not a viper.” Sitting on the sofa, Lady Emmie wrung her lace handkerchief. “She’s a misguided girl and Rand has taken advantage of her.”

“Then why does he have bruises?” Aunt Adela demanded.

Sylvan and Rand exchanged embarrassed glances, and Sylvan had no explanation to offer this time. Bruises covered them both, the result of Sylvan’s flying tackle at Rand’s wheelchair.

“If she only knew,” Rand said sotto voce.

“And how could he take advantage of her?” Aunt Adela continued triumphantly. “He’s in a wheelchair.”

“He’s in a wheelchair, not dead,” his loving, yet honest mother answered. “Rand has charmed more worldly women than Miss Sylvan.”

Aunt Adela turned to her son, elegant even in a chintz dressing gown and Turkish slippers. “James, defend your cousin.”

James said petulantly, “Can’t do it. Women fall all over themselves for a smile, silly twits.”

Aunt Adela’s voice swelled with indignation. “Miss Sylvan was Hibbert’s mistress!”

Aunt Adela was hurting Sylvan with her slander, James with his amusement, Lady Emmie with her disappointment, and the Reverend Donald appeared about to preach. It was clearly time for Rand to step in. “Don’t be a gudgeon, Aunt Adela. Sylvan’s as pure as the new-fallen snow.” That stopped the conversation, he was pleased to note. Every head turned in his direction. Every eye fixed itself on him, then wandered to a red-faced Sylvan.

“How do you know that?” Aunt Adela asked, then held up her hand. “Never mind. Don’t tell me.”

Sylvan bristled with fury. “I am not a cow whose previous breeding record is of public record. I would appreciate, Rand, if you would refrain from—” She stopped, abruptly stifled by the fascination with which the family hung on her every word.

“I never thought of you as a cow,” Rand said gently, and she pulled his shirt up just enough to cover her face.

“But if you know that, she can’t still be so pure,” James pointed out.

“Don’t be an ass, James. They didn’t finish the act,” Garth said. Then he half smiled. “Although you could have, eh, Rand?”

Rand realized Sylvan was nodding behind her cotton shield. Brave girl. She was willing to blemish further her good standing for his, and he stroked the place between her shoulder blades comfortingly. “Everyone’s interested in my private life.”


“It’s not private”—Garth lost his smile and his voice rose again—“if you conduct it in a field.”

“So the rumors about Hibbert were true,” Lady Emmie said thoughtfully, and the gentlemen turned to her in shock.

“Mother!” Garth said. “When did you hear the rumors?”

She smiled enigmatically. “Men aren’t the only ones who gossip.”

For the first time since they’d entered the sitting room, Aunt Adela subsided onto the settee and leaned close to Lady Emmie. “Hibbert must have been using Miss Sylvan as a disguise.” She glared at her own son. “What typically thoughtless male behavior.”

“That’s fustian!” James said.

Lowering the shirt, Sylvan showed her reddened face. “Hibbert wasn’t thoughtless. He wanted to marry me and I wouldn’t do it.”

“But my dear, why not?” Lady Emmie asked. “You’d have been the wife of a peer, and Hibbert was wholly wealthy. Think of the advantages.”

“I didn’t want to be a wife,” she said with finality.

“I don’t see that you have a choice,” Garth answered.

Lady Emmie’s hands fluttered to her throat. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

“Nonsense, Garth,” Lady Adela said vigorously. “The Malkin family has no need to mend a reputation ruined long ago.”

Garth answered, “Her reputation might be marred, but we know that she’s untouched. We know she’s a woman of impeccable character, and she fits well into our family.”

“Her reputation is a blot!” Lady Adela exclaimed.

“She’s a maiden,” Garth answered. “A fitting wife for the heir of Clairmont.”


Apparently, Aunt Adela could scarcely comprehend Garth’s determination. “She must be dismissed.”

“What do you suggest I do?” Garth’s voice rose again. “Send her home with a note pinned to her bodice? Dear Mr. Miles, let me assure you that your daughter whom I promised would come to no harm has been intimately examined by my brother and has proved to be untouched?”

Sylvan pulled the shirt up again.

“Don’t be crude, dear,” Lady Emmie murmured.

“He’s going to have to marry her,” Garth said.

“Untouched.” Lady Adela viewed Sylvan with a new vision. “It’s true one wonders about these modern girls who make their bows before the prince in their white dresses after visiting the gardens and whatnot with their suitors.”

“Oh, for God’s sake.” James snorted.

“Wait,” Rand objected. “Let’s be fair to Sylvan. She doesn’t want to be a nurse to a cripple for the rest of her life.”

Peeking over the top of the shirt, Sylvan glared fiercely. “Stop calling yourself that.”

“She doesn’t seem repulsed by your condition. Quite the opposite.” Garth stroked his long forehead from eyebrows to hairline. “Nothing restores a lost reputation like marriage to the heir to a dukedom, especially a dukedom whose wealth is increasing with the production of a successful cotton mill.” He challenged James and Aunt Adela with his glance, but before they could object, he added, “And she’ll fulfill her father’s ambition.”

The shirt covered her head again, and she mumbled, “There’s an argument sure to convince me.”

Garth squatted down in front of her. “You’ll never have to live in your father’s house again.”


Total silence answered him. He’d struck a telling blow.

“I am going to have to marry her, aren’t I?” Rand hadn’t really considered it before. Sylvan would be wedding a madman…but he wasn’t a madman. She’d just gone to great lengths to prove her faith in him. Such faith in him. Faith that spilled from her and engulfed him.

He examined his hands, front and back, and laughed softly. For the first time in months, he was free of the shadow of Bedlam. He no longer had to imagine how he stood on his own two feet and beat screaming women while they begged for mercy. He no longer had to seek his death for the well-being of womankind.

His heart raced, and he rubbed his chest and laughed a little louder. Then he glanced up. He didn’t believe in his own madness anymore, but from the expressions on their faces, his family wasn’t too sure.

Looking at the quivering lump of shirt and skirt that was Sylvan, Rand returned her faith with a love that more than equaled it. Nothing could halt their marriage now.

There would be a disadvantage to Sylvan. In the sunlight, at least, he was still a cripple without dominion over his limbs. But the day would come when he’d start walking, and then he’d be in command of their lives. He’d wrap her in the finest garments, take her to the finest plays, and travel with her. He’d force those contemptuous society matrons to accept her into their homes, and never would she worry about anything, ever again.

What had started out as the day he would die now looked like the day he would wed. Slowly, he said the words aloud. “It would be an honor to marry Sylvan.”

She popped out of hiding, the beaten expression in her eyes gone beneath the onslaught of fury. “Hibbert was kind and generous and the best friend I ever had. He never threw a chair out the window, so why would I marry you if I wouldn’t marry Hibbert?”

Rand grinned with insolent delight. “Because I can give you the one thing Hibbert couldn’t.”

“I don’t want—”

“Careful.” He held up one finger, and she stared at it in uneasy fascination. “Liars go to hell.”

“So do fornicators,” the clergyman intoned, his blond hair glinting like a halo. “I have done my best to keep my counsel and let this family come to the correct decision, and I think it has. But you, Miss Sylvan, must be made to realize how grievous a sin you have committed. You have enticed a man to sample your goods and found pleasure in his arms.”

Clover Donald giggled, a high-pitched shriek of embarrassment.

Her husband continued, “Is there any greater sin?”

For a moment, Rand forgot he couldn’t stand. He wanted to beat that sanctimonious bastard with his fists, and he tried to shove himself out of his chair. Sylvan grabbed him and pulled him back, and Garth leaped into the fray. “You’ll issue a license then, Reverend, and we’ll dismiss the calling of the banns.”

The vicar sniffed. “Although banns are the proper method, I will issue the license and perform the ceremony.”

“In the morning, then?” Garth insisted.

“Wait!” Lady Emmie said. “We have no marriage contract.”

She wasn’t alone in her consternation, but Garth overruled them all. “Miss Sylvan will trust us to care for her, and I’ll draft a contract. I only wish we could marry them this evening.”


“Damn stupid law, requiring weddings be in the morning,” Rand complained. “We could be wed this afternoon.”

“No.” Sylvan shook her head. “No.”

“She’s tired.” Rand had her now, and he wasn’t going to let her get away. “She’ll be better by tomorrow.”

“I won’t.”

Her lip quivered, and Rand’s heart clutched in sympathy. His bold, valiant nurse could face his wrath and derail his suicide, but the thought of marriage sent her into a quivering wreck. “Come, Sylvan.” He took her hand and tugged her to her feet. “Come and talk to me.”

The relatives kept quiet until they left the room, then conversation exploded behind them.

In the hallway, Jasper had remained by the door, Betty stood guard to ward off any curious servants, and their knowing expressions made explanations unnecessary.

Betty curtsied, then took Sylvan’s hand and kissed it fervently. “Congratulations, my lady.”

“I’m not going to marry him,” Sylvan insisted.

Betty humored her. “Of course you’re not, miss, but I’ll still serve you to my dying day.”

She tried to take Rand’s hand, too, but he waved her away. “Save your applause for the consummation, Betty. That will be the true test.”

“I have faith in you, Lord Rand. If there’s anything I can do…”

He grinned at her. “I think that’s something Sylvan and I will have to handle ourselves.”

“No marriage,” Sylvan mumbled.

Betty ignored her and bobbed Rand a curtsy. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”

“Miss Sylvan needs to be put to bed,” he said. “Sleep might soften her abhorrence for the wedded state.”


“I can’t sleep that long,” Sylvan said ominously.

Rand, too, ignored her. “Will you see to her personally?”

“That I will.” Betty took in Sylvan’s bedraggled state and asked, “How long has it been now since you’ve slept, miss?”

Rubbing her head, Sylvan admitted, “I don’t know.”

“Bernadette will sit with you after we have you in bed.”

“Wonderful,” Sylvan drawled. “After last night, she thinks I’m mad.”

“What she thinks of Lord Rand’s wife is no concern of yours.” Betty chided and smiled. “I know you don’t like having anyone in your room, but you might wake and want something, and I’ll not have you coming all the way down in your battered condition. We’ve not heard the real story on that, have we?”

“Not likely to, either,” Rand assured her.

“Come, then.”

Betty tried to put her arm around Sylvan, but Rand stopped her. “I want to speak to Miss Sylvan before she goes upstairs.”

“Of course.” Betty blessed him with another one of her radiant smiles. “I’ll just go and fetch Bernadette. Jasper, come and help me.”

“Don’t want to,” Jasper said in a surly voice.

“But you will.” Grabbing his arm, Betty jerked him off his feet. “We need to give these two a moment alone.”

With one desperate backward glance, Jasper allowed himself to be dragged away.

“Jasper doesn’t like the thought of you marrying me,” Sylvan said. “You should listen to Jasper.”

Rand dismissed him. “He’s a good man, but he’s not my conscience.”


“Oh, don’t wed me for your conscience’ sake!”

“You know why I’m wedding you.”

With a sarcastic flourish, she said, “For my reputation.”

“Aye, for your reputation.” He took her hand between his two palms and rubbed it. “Your reputation as a loving woman.”

“Amusing.”

“Sit down,” he ordered. When she looked around, he pointed. “Just there, on the stairs.” She perched on the second step, propped her chin in her hand, and stared at him defiantly. Rolling himself close, so his knees kissed hers, he declared, “If you don’t want to wed me, all you have to say are the magic words.”

“And what words are those, pray tell?” she asked suspiciously.

“There are several. You could tell me you’re repulsed by me and my condition.”

She snorted in a most unladylike manner.

“Yes, I’m afraid you ruined any chance to make that believable.” He heaved a phony sigh of commiseration. “Or you can say you fear me.”

“Why would I say that?”

“Someone is attacking women,” he pointed out.

“I thought we settled that this morning.” She kept her voice low, but emphatic. “You’re walking in your sleep, and someone is taking advantage of that fact. Someone here—probably in the house—is watching you.”

He’d thought of that before, when he realized that the attacks occurred only at the times the ghost appeared, but he’d dismissed his suspicion as his own desperate desire to place blame elsewhere. Now he could only ask, “Who?”

“Jasper?”


She might have flicked him with a sharp-edged sword. “Don’t be a fool.”

“Why not Jasper?” she insisted. “He’s a big man, capable of hurting a woman, and I find it hard to believe that your own body servant doesn’t know that you walk.”

“Why would he?”

“Doesn’t he sleep in the room with you? Doesn’t he change your sheets? Those muddy sheets were the final betrayal for me.”

Rand had worried about that, the first time Jasper changed the sheets, but Jasper had seemed oblivious. Was oblivious, dammit. “Jasper fought beside me at Waterloo.” Rand struck the arm of his chair. “It’s not Jasper.”

“Very well, then.” She abandoned that supposition easily enough, and he relaxed. Then she asked, “How about your brother?”

“Garth?”

“Who has this madman attacked? Women who work at the mill. Women who your brother has kept after hours.”

The muscles of his shoulders bunched as tension seized him. “They’re the easiest women to attack. Women alone are vulnerable to anyone.”

“But His Grace has a temper. I’ve seen it more than once.” She waited until he nodded in admission, then she added quickly, “And perhaps not much liking for the female gender.”

“Garth?” Reaching out, he felt her forehead. No fever. It must be the exhaustion that made her speak so recklessly. “What are you talking about? Garth loves women!”

“He isn’t married.”

His eyes opened wide, then he threw back his head and roared with laughter. “That’s a stupid way to decide a man’s propensities.”

Her complexion turned bright red, and she snapped, “That’s how Hibbert was judged. I met a few of Hibbert’s…friends, and some of them were lovely gentlemen, but some of them truly disliked women. All women. Don’t you think—”

“No.” He laughed again. “Not Garth. There are things you don’t know about Garth. And even if what you imagined were true—he’s the duke. If he wanted to hurt women, he could do it without going to the bother of building a mill.”

Her color subsided, but she wasn’t done. “James.”

“Oh, now you sound like Garth.”

“James is a frustrated, angry young man with a grudge against the mill.”

“He was with me at Waterloo.”

“He’s third in line for the dukedom.”

“I saved his life.”

She checked. “At Waterloo?”

“I was with my regiment, and I saw him. He’d got separated and was engulfed by Frenchmen and…Well, I was just at the right place at the right time.”

“And you imagined you might be assaulting women?” Dimples blinked as she tried to subdue her smile, and he could have warmed himself by the fire of her admiration. “You, who would have destroyed yourself in battle to protect James? Who would have flung yourself off a cliff to protect the women of Malkinhampsted?”

He didn’t know what to say. He only knew he liked having Sylvan act as if he were a hero. Fumbling for a subject, he said, “So we can discount James.”

Her dimples slid away. “Sometimes putting people in your debt destroys the balance between you.”


“Rubbish!” Then, sarcastically, he joined in her slander. “And if not James, perhaps the Reverend Donald?”

“Why not?” She agreed. “He’s out day and night visiting parishioners.”

Rand couldn’t believe she would entertain such a thought for a minute. “You’ve met him!” He pointed toward the sitting room. “He’s a sanctimonious bastard, but he’s totally dedicated to keeping the word of the Lord.”

“I’m trying to tell you anyone could be perpetrating these crimes and for any reason. Even your Aunt Adela—”

“Now there’s a thought.” He pretended to consider it. “Or my mother?”

“She’s too short.”

“Ah.” Trying to shame her, he said, “On that basis, I’ll have to mark you from my list of suspects, too.”

“Generous of you, but you should mark me from your list for another reason. I wasn’t here when the attacks began.”

“Maybe you were lurking at the inn in Malkinhampsted, waiting for the chance to—”

“Oh, Rand, I know you don’t want it to be anyone you know.” She pressed her knees to his, leaned forward, and revealed a most glorious vista when her bodice gaped. “But it has to be somebody with a grudge against you.”

He scarcely refrained from licking his lips. “We employ about fifty indoor servants here. Do you realize what a basket of snakes you’re whistling up with these accusations?”

She smiled at him in an almost-normal manner. “It would be easier to declare you’re guilty, I suppose, but I don’t believe in convicting a man out of convenience.”


The time had come, he decided, to redirect their conversation. “Nor do you believe in marrying a man out of convenience, it seems.”

She jumped back, and something in his expression must have given him away, for she pulled the shirt over her bosom.

“I’ll treat you well,” he promised.

“As long as I behave myself?”

She snapped at him so nastily he wished he could speak to her father. “You’ll be a Malkin, and in all likelihood, you will someday be a duchess. You don’t have to behave yourself. You will set the standard.”

“How very conceited.”

“I just want you to realize there are some advantages to this match. And about this morning.” He waited while she looked away, shuffled uncomfortably, then looked back. “I’m sorry for exposing you to such a scene. I should have protected you better. It seems I can’t do anything right.”

Her legs jiggled up and down as she recalled the way she’d greeted the dawn. “Oh, you did something right.”

“Is that a compliment? Sylvan.” Tilting her chin up with his hand, he leaned forward and kissed her until she clung to his shoulders with trembling hands. “We’re going to wed in the morning. No more arguing about it.” He looked down at her flushed face with its closed eyes and rapturous expression. “Right?”

“I’ll do it.”

Not the rapturous words he’d imagined from his espoused wife, but he received them with as much pleasure. “You promise?”

Her lids fluttered up. “I won’t change my mind.”

“Give me that hour tomorrow night,” he whispered, “and you’ll see you made the right decision.”


“You’re dreadfully arrogant. Were you this bad before Waterloo?”

“Much, much worse.”

She stood up and shook out her skirts.

“And likely to be insufferable by day after tomorrow.”

Before she could answer, Betty and Bernadette dashed out of the dining room where they’d been waiting. They took Sylvan, each by an arm, and marched her up the stairs while Rand looked after them.

“Sir?” Jasper stood by his chair. “Do ye want to rest, too?”

“I couldn’t.” When Sylvan disappeared from view, Rand turned to Jasper. “I’m too excited. Congratulate me. She’s consented to be my wife.”

With his head down and a solemn expression on his plain face, Jasper mumbled, “Congratulations.”

“What’s the matter, man?” Rand joked. “Are you afraid you’re losing me?”

“It’s my fault, sir.” A tear dripped off the end of Jasper’s nose, and he twisted his shoulders and wagged his head as if he were in agony. “I’m the reason ye have to wed. I wasn’t here to care for ye.”

Why was Jasper acting this way? Suspicion, ugly and unwanted, sprang up in Rand’s mind, and he cursed Sylvan for placing it there. Where had Jasper been last night? “I heard that you found Loretta yourself,” Rand said.

Jasper’s fair skin reddened. “Aye, sir.”

Even as Rand damned his own conjecture, he asked, “What were you doing out so late?”

“I—I just worried about the women…ah, the woman who’d been hurt at the accident in the mill. I went to her cottage, and when I left to come back, I found Loretta in the dirt.” His big fists clenched.


“Loretta’s house isn’t in this direction. Perhaps,” Rand suggested, “you went looking for her.”

“I—I heard her yell. Aye, that was it. I heard her.”

Rand pushed himself around Jasper to avoid watching the man bumble his way through these lies—surely the first lies he’d ever told. Was Sylvan right? Had Jasper been chasing after women to harm them? Did he know that Rand could walk? Rand shook himself. Sylvan had ruined his complacency even as she mended his self-respect. Whatever Jasper had been doing, there was no doubt an explanation. Probably he had a girl in the village. Knowing Jasper, he would eventually confide in Rand. Trying to comfort his man, Rand said, “Leaving me last night was a brilliant stroke on your part. You see, I want to wed Sylvan.”

“But, sir—”

“Just promise you will serve Miss Sylvan as you would serve me.”

“I owe ye my first loyalty,” Jasper said, fierce and determined.

“So you do. And my wife is part of me.”

Jasper’s whisper sent a chill through Rand. “She’s not yet yer wife.”
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Someone was calling her name. Sylvan woke slowly, responding to the call with the anticipation of a lover. Easing her eyes open, she looked around, seeking the man who had entered her bedroom.

Seeking Rand.

He wasn’t there. It must have been another dream, but a curiously pictureless dream. Tonight, no suffering specters begged her to give them aid, and she sighed in relief and eased herself erect.

Bernadette snored in a steady rhythm on a cot by the fireplace. One branch of candles had burned down to the stubs and smoked, smelling of burnt wick and wax. Another’s flames flickered close to the ends of the wicks. The clock ticked loudly, and Sylvan wondered how long she’d been asleep. All day and half the night, she guessed. It must be the deepest part of the dark, and she was wide awake.

She wanted a drink. She wanted some company.


Glancing at Bernadette, she saw that her maid still slept deeply.

She’d have to settle for a drink.

She slipped out of bed, her bare toes curling when they touched the cold floorboards. Scampering to the china pitcher, she poured a glass of water. Spooky, this big old house. She almost expected to hear—

Thump!

She stared, transfixed, at the door.

Thump!

Taking care not to make a clink, she put down the glass and glanced at Bernadette. The maid hadn’t moved. She still snored, oblivious to the racket.

Thump!

Rand. Sylvan pressed her hand to her heart. He must be walking. Again. She had to stop him before someone caught him. They teetered on the edge of disaster now; if the servants discovered he could walk, he would surely be blamed for the attacks. Fitting the stub of a candle into a single holder, she slipped to the door and eased it open.

No one stood there.

She looked up and down the hall, and caught just a glimpse of a figure turning the corner at the far end. “Heaven help us,” she whispered, and started after him. She turned the corner and saw him again. His chest glinted as she approached; he wore a silver shirt and she squinted, trying to discern its make. “Rand,” she whispered, “wait for me.” He did, watching from eye sockets that appeared eerily empty.

When she neared, he slipped away without a sound, leaving her alone. She stared at the place where he had been, then hurried around the corner.

There he was, at the end of the passageway that narrowed alarmingly. Here the night candles were tallow, not wax—they had entered the older part of the manor. She’d never been here before, but she knew the servants resided somewhere close. No doubt many of the doors opened into storage rooms. And if she didn’t catch Rand before someone saw him…

He put his finger to his lips as if he were aware of her and not asleep at all. He wore an odd kind of cap that made him look as if his hair swept his shoulders, and the toes of his shoes looked as if they extended into a point. Where was he leading her? And why? Anxious, she trailed behind him, amazed to be in hallways she’d never visited and afraid she’d never find her way back. But she did. Tracking Rand as closely as she could—but never closely enough—she soon found herself back at the far end of the corridor by her room. The figure in the glittering shirt stood by her open doorway. “Rand,” she whispered, “let me put you to bed.” He stood still as she hurried toward him. As she reached out to touch him, he faded into nothingness.

Goose bumps rose on her skin, and when the scream erupted, she almost thought it had come from her throat.

But instead it came from her room, a full-bodied shriek loud enough to wake the dead. Sylvan ran, stumbling, sure Bernadette had seen what she had, but before she reached the door, someone raced out.

A man. Dark-haired, in a long white gown. He fled down the hall. Sylvan started after him, but as she ran past the door Bernadette cried, “No!” Sylvan hesitated, and Bernadette shrieked, “No, please, miss.”

“Are you hurt?” Sylvan demanded.

Bernadette paid no attention. “Don’t go. ’Twas the ghost of Clairmont Court, and he tried to kill me. Don’t go after him.”


“What did he do?” Sylvan supported Bernadette as she wobbled back into the bedroom and onto a chair.

“When I screamed, he hit me with a stick.” Bernadette gasped as if she’d been running a race. “I put up my arm.”

Running her hands along Bernadette’s forearm, Sylvan asked, “Did he hurt you?”

“Yes!”

“Really hurt you?”

Bernadette wavered, then muttered, “No. I think I’m just bruised. But, miss, it was you he sought.” Tears sprang to her eyes and dribbled down her cheeks. “He struck the bed first, and when he realized you weren’t there, he went into a rage. He ripped the sheets off and—”

“No.” Sylvan ran to the bed, but his attack had scattered her white linens like ghostly souvenirs. Rand would never do this, but someone had and only that beckoning apparition had saved her.

How many ghosts did this house harbor?

“Ghosts don’t hit people.” Sylvan paced over to Bernadette. “They frighten them or chase them or wail or…” Her imagination failed her. “But they don’t pick up a stick and hit people.”

“Then who…” Bernadette’s eyes grew big, and she asked indignantly, “Are ye saying some person walloped on me fer fun?” Her eyes narrowed once more. “Ye mean, some person from this estate wanted to hurt ye?”

“I suppose you could—”

“After all ye’ve done fer Lord Rand and poor Roz?” Bernadette rose to her feet and towered over Sylvan. “Why, that’s scabby.”

“What’s the matter?” Lady Emmie stood in the doorway, her hair loose and her white nightgown flapping around her ankles.


“Did I hear a scream?” Aunt Adela shouldered her way in.

“Don’t tell them.” Gripping Bernadette’s shoulder tightly, Sylvan begged in a low tone. “Promise me you won’t tell them.”

“But, miss—”

“Tell them you saw the ghost.” Sylvan shivered. “They’ll think you’re a fool, but I want to see who wears the guilty face tomorrow.”

Bernadette folded her arms across her chest. “But, miss, he wanted to hurt ye, and I cannot allow—”

She wouldn’t budge, and Sylvan hurriedly promised, “I’ll tell Rand what occurred this night.”

Sylvan saw now why Betty had assigned Bernadette as her personal maid. Bernadette’s expression sharpened into shrewd interest, then when Lady Emmie came closer it wilted into hysteria. “Oh, Yer Grace, ’twas the ghost,” she wailed.

“What nonsense!” Lady Adela boomed.

“Not nonsense,” Lady Emmie answered. “We do have a ghost.”

The quarrel was well begun. Sylvan raced down the hallway and the stairs and headed straight for Rand’s room. The door was closed, but she burst in unannounced and for one awful second, her heart dropped to her toes. Rand wasn’t in his bed.

“Sylvan?”

His surprised drawl brought her whirling around. He sat, fully clothed, by a small table.

Betty sat beside him, her mouth and eyes wide. “Miss Sylvan?”

“What are you doing?” Sylvan asked, but she didn’t wait for an answer. Going to him, Sylvan patted his white cotton shirt, seeking a long white nightgown—or a silver shirt.


He wore the white shirt and a light blue waistcoat, and his eyes danced when he caught her hands. “What are you doing?” He looked her over with thorough interest. “Running the halls in your nightgown?”

“Put this on, Miss Sylvan.” Betty held Rand’s black silk dressing gown. “Even in summer, it’s always drafty in this great house.”

“And you’re chilly,” Rand added.

Sylvan didn’t ask how he knew, she just slipped her hands into the sleeves.

“Now.” Rand pointed to the chair Betty had vacated and glanced at the clock on his mantel. “What are you doing here at two o’clock in the morning?”

“What are you doing up at this hour?” Sylvan seated herself.

“Preparing for our wedding.” Rand waved a hand at the papers scattered on the table and the unstoppered inkwell with the quill nearby.

“Our wedding?”

“You agreed to marry me yesterday. Do you remember?”

Wedding. Sylvan pressed her hands to the sides of her head. Did she remember? Her first instinct was to deny it. Pretend she didn’t remember sitting on the steps and talking to Rand, discussing the various suspects to this on-going crime, and agreeing, for some ridiculous reason, to a wedding. “When are we supposed to marry?”

“Today.” He enunciated the word with exaggerated lip movement, as if she needed to connect the sound of his voice and the sight of his speech. “You agreed to marry me today.”

“Why?”

“Because we were caught in a compromising position in a wide open field, and you are either to be thrown out as a hussy or wed to a cripple. Not a pretty choice.”

“That wasn’t the real reason why I agreed to wed you.”

“I know.” He smiled with beguiling temptation. “It was because I promised to make you happy.”

“No.”

His smile disappeared, and he said in disgust, “Then I suppose it’s because Garth promised you’d never have to go back to your father’s house.”

“No.” Why had she agreed to marry him? There had been a reason, a very compelling reason….

“Sylvan, this is an interesting subject and one I intend to explore further, but of more moment—why are you here now?”

Rand sounded patient, but his brow knit, and with a jolt, Sylvan recalled her mission. “Why are you up so late?” she demanded again.

Exchanging an irritable glance with Betty, he said, “Betty needed help organizing two separate feasts in such a short time. Every noble neighbor within driving distance is invited to our wedding, and we have to fete them properly. In addition, it’s traditional for the Malkins to host a feast for the villagers and the poor as part of a wedding celebration. In addition to that, you need a tentative marriage contract drawn up, and I couldn’t sleep anyway.”

“Why not?”

Leaning forward, he examined her intently. “Sylvan?”

“Has Betty been with you the whole time?”

“Yes.” He clipped the word.

She looked at Betty for confirmation, and Betty said, “Yes, miss. Been here ever since I finished speaking to the tradesmen about the food. The meals are going to be an embarrassment, I say, but they’ll be the best I can manage on such short notice.” Sylvan made a soft, impatient sound, and Betty said rapidly, “I’ve been here since about nine o’clock, I suppose.”

Baring his teeth, Rand demanded, “Now what’s the matter?”

“Where’s Jasper?” Sylvan asked.

“He’s running my errands,” Betty answered.

Disbelief sustained Sylvan. “At two in the morning?”

Betty’s soft voice strengthened. “Miss, we’re out of time! It’s all very well for His Grace to command the wedding be in the morning and know that all will be taken care of, but he’s the duke and worse, a man, and hasn’t the slightest notion of the work involved.”

Wit now freed itself from the soft confines of sleep, and Sylvan blushed to realize the labor her misconduct had produced. Yet at the same time, she didn’t know Jasper’s location, nor Garth’s, nor James’s. She only knew Rand’s, and that news could wait no longer. “I beg your pardon, Betty.”

She drooped like a flower deprived of water, and Betty hurried to her side. “I beg yours, miss. I had no right to scold you so. Is there anything I could do for you?”

“Well…” Sylvan thought feverishly, then suggested, “I’m thirsty and hungry. Could I trouble you for a light repast?”

“Of course,” Betty said heartily, and started for the door. Then she stopped and glanced between them. “I don’t like to leave you alone at this time of night. You’ve proved your need for a chaperone.”

“That’s true,” Rand agreed. “But Sylvan will swear not to attack me this time. Won’t you, Sylvan?”

“I didn’t—” Sylvan began. But she had. Yesterday morning, it was her kiss that had precipitated the whole messy, magnificent lovemaking. If only Rand didn’t wear his smug amusement with such pride. “I won’t touch him. And that’s a promise I will keep.”

Betty hovered, torn in her duty, but at last she bobbed a curtsy and whisked from the room.

“She’ll return as quickly as she can,” Rand warned, clearly not duped by Sylvan’s pretense. “Now why are you here?”

Leaning forward, she touched his knee and in a low voice, said, “The ghost paid me a visit.”

Rand said, “The ghost—”

“Paid me a visit,” she repeated. That wasn’t the strict truth. Two ghosts had paid her a visit, but she found herself unable to speak of the silver-clad ghost, the one that had vanished before her eyes.

Snatching her hands, he brought her to her feet and looked her over. “You weren’t hurt?”

She brushed his query aside. “The ghost paid me a visit. That’s the final confirmation. It’s not you!”

“I understand, but I knew I wasn’t the culprit this morning when you told me I was not and demonstrated your faith in me so touchingly.”

What did he mean? Did he have so much faith in her opinion?

No. She reseated herself to avoid his gaze. He couldn’t have, for if he did, it meant he had that much faith in her.

Rand examined her hands, then folded them inside his. “Now that that’s out of the way, tell me—were you hurt?”

Did he feel the tremor that shook her? “When?”

“When the ghost paid you a visit.” He sounded insistent, as if he could ask forever.

“Oh, that.” She looked away from him. “No.”


Rand insisted, “He didn’t attack you?”

“No!” He had attacked Bernadette. That was a lie of omission, but faith such as his would be a burden, and she couldn’t carry it. Too many men had entrusted their lives to her, and she’d failed them.

“What did he do?”

“He tried to frighten me!”

Gazing into her eyes, he articulated clearly. “Where was he?”

“I saw him in the hall outside my room.” That was the truth, anyway. He had been in the hall when he ran out of her room. And Rand was frightening her with his interrogation, as if he had the right to ask these questions. As if he owned her, body and soul.

Her fingers clutched, and her nails bit his flesh.

“I’ll send the footmen after him.”

“He’s gone.”

“And I’ll post a guard at your door.”

Jerking her hand free, she snapped, “With orders to shoot if I show myself at an inappropriate moment?”

“The guard is to protect you, not imprison you.” He sounded so sincere, she was ashamed, but she didn’t like it when he took her hands again. “I worry about you, Sylvan. I’ll be happier when we’re wed.”

She shuddered, and he gripped her tighter. “You are going to marry me in the morning.” It sounded as if he were making a statement, not asking for reassurance.

Quickly, impatiently, she answered. “I said I would.” But she hadn’t meant it. She wanted to be here to care for Rand. She wanted to be here to see him walk in the daylight. She wanted to sleep in his arms.

But she didn’t want to pay the price of remaining and never the price of passion.

“Why are there so many rules, and why are they so easy to break, and why do I have to be the one who gets caught breaking them?”

“The rules were made by men like me who want to hold on to women like you.” He unfurled her clenched hand and kissed the palm. “Besides, someone has to rescue your virtue.”

“I had no trouble hanging on to my virtue until you happened along,” she said. Then, “Uh-oh.” That hadn’t been the thing to tell him. He had more conceit than any ten men, and she’d just admitted that he, and only he, had been capable of moving her to a response. His grin filled her with disgust. “Oh, stop beaming. All of the ton believes me to be a wanton, and you know they have the only opinion that matters.”

He laughed aloud. “You don’t understand men at all, do you?”

“I understand more than I like.”

“If I—and everyone in the ton—thought you were chaste, and I married you, and it was revealed that you had had experience, then I would feel deceived, and our marriage would possibly flounder. If I—and everyone in the ton—believed you had had worldly experience, and I married you knowing about that experience, I would have no cause for complaint and I would, in fact, be looking forward to a long and glorious wedding night. But in your case, the ton thinks you’re wanton, and I have discovered you are unjustly accused. On my part, the wedding night will be”—he took a breath—“restrained. Yet at the same time, I am delighted to know that what you experience with me is unique.”

“Yes,” she muttered, trying to rise. “Well, if that’s all…”

He still held her hand, the palm of which had grown sweaty, and he didn’t let her go. Earnestly, he said, “We will have a good marriage, I promise, but I’ll need your cooperation.”

She couldn’t help her wary response. “My cooperation?”

“You do realize I’ll need your cooperation to perform my conjugal duties?”

“Have I given you any reason to think I might not cooperate?” she demanded impatiently, then jerked her hand back when he chuckled.

“Not at all, but I understand there’s more to deflowering a virgin than simple pleasure.”

She jumped to her feet and walked toward the door. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

“I can’t make you stay and talk about it.”

His words stopped her in her tracks.

“If you choose to walk away from me, I’m helpless to stop you.”

She chewed on her lip. He was right, and her sense of fair play would hardly let her take advantage of his paralysis. He was going to be her husband, and he was just talking to her. He was probably like her, and concerned about all aspects of their life after the wedding. Communication between them would ease their later differences, and she shouldn’t run away from communication just because it was about…it. She could handle this. Briskly, she returned and seated herself. “As you say. What do you want me to do?”

“I don’t want you to do anything. I just want you to promise you’ll trust to my experience in the performance of our connubial duties.”

Duties? That sounded funny coming from him. Somehow, she hadn’t imagined he thought of them as duties.

“I’m just afraid that I won’t be able to do the things normal men do to ease your fears.”


“Like what?”

“My father and mother used to gambol together like two lambs in the spring.” An affectionate smile lit his face. “They’d chase and tickle and giggle, until they disappeared into their bedchamber, or…well, they were once caught in our town house in London in a state of complete undress by the lord mayor.” He laughed out loud.

“You’re bamming me.” Her parents had never behaved in such a manner. Not in front of her nor, she was sure, when they were alone. For them, marriage was serious business.

“Later, of course, there’ll be the times we quarrel, and you’ll be able to stomp off in a huff and sleep elsewhere for as long as you like. I’m at your mercy.”

“You’ll have to trust to my mercy, then, won’t you?”

“Your mercy I trust, but I’ve had a taste of your temper, and you’ll have to admit you can be unreasonable when you’re angry.”

Bending her head, she pleated the robe into elusive folds that slipped between her fingers. “I don’t have to admit anything.”

“My parents spent every night of their marriage in the same bed, and sometimes half the day.”

He was coaxing now, and the more she heard about his parents, the more she thought she’d like to have such a union. “As you say.”

It was a grudging agreement, but he jumped on it. “So you promise to acquiesce to all my conjugal demands?”

“Ye…es.”

“And we’ll sleep in the same bed every night for all the time of our marriage?”

“As long as we’re in the same town.”


Relaxing into his seat, he lounged, his arm crooked over the back, and looked her over. “I think when we are married, I would very much like you to wear my robe to bed.”

His eyes glowed like blue-hot coals, and she shifted in her seat, suddenly self-conscious within the confines of the clinging black robe. “Why?”

“When I think about rubbing that silk across your—” He checked himself.

She pulled her hands away from his, and he let them go. She rose, and he watched. She backed away, sure that somehow, he’d grab for her, but he made no move. He just watched and waited. Waited for tomorrow night.
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The heavy signet ring Rand placed on her finger almost crushed it. Sylvan could feel the band shrinking as her skin warmed it; any tighter and it would cut off her circulation completely.

In a deep, expressive voice, Rand repeated the words honoring her as his wife and the ring as the symbol of their union, and he cupped her hand between his two palms.

He sounded sincere, and Sylvan supposed he was. She supposed that few men married with the intention of crushing their wives’ spirits and turning them into creatures without will or fire. But it happened.

Lifting her drooping head, Sylvan looked around the terrace. The Reverend Donald had expected to perform the ceremony in the confines of the church, but Rand insisted on the open air. He’d insisted on providing a feast for all who attended, for he wanted everyone in the manor and beyond to witness their marriage.


Sylvan thought he had his wish. The vicar stood with his back to the door, prayer book in hand. She and Rand were in front of him, and the Malkin family stood in a semicircle around them. Gail and her governess were off to the side. Neighbors, the nobility who kept country manors in the area, formed a tight knot behind the family, and craned their necks in ignoble curiosity as they tried to get a view of Rand’s bride. The house servants, Jasper and Betty at the front, formed a looser assembly that covered the terrace, and down the stairs and beyond were villagers from Malkinhampsted.

Too many people. Too firm a bond.

Someone thrust an equally ponderous ring into Sylvan’s hand. She was to place it on Rand’s finger. That would be the final part of the ceremony, the moment at which Sylvan Miles ceased to exist as a person and became an extension of Rand Malkin.

She didn’t want to do it. Her mother had done it, and ever since Sylvan could remember, her mother had been a pale, sighing soul who lived to try and placate her husband.

Clover Donald had done it, and in the time since Sylvan’s arrival, she hadn’t heard Clover do more than echo her husband’s sentiments.

“Sylvan.” Lady Emmie nudged her in the back. “You need to place the ring on Rand’s finger.”

Sylvan looked dumbly at the ring.

“If you don’t, he’ll probably do it himself.”

Sylvan looked at Rand. He probably would. For the first time since she’d arrived at Clairmont Court, his hair was combed, his face was washed, his boots shone, his coat was brushed and buttoned, and his cravat was tied impeccably. He was the epitome of a wealthy English nobleman in appearance, and in manner. He tried to appear comforting, but he didn’t fool her. The bright sunlight sculpted his face and showed his determination. Nothing would stand in his way today. Certainly not her puny and incomprehensible desire to remain a spinster.

“Put it on my finger, Sylvan.” He captured her gaze and kept it prisoner. “Then it’ll be over, and all will be well. You’ll see. Put it on my finger.”

Reluctantly, she lifted the sculpted gold and matched it to his outstretched hand. The Reverend Donald intoned words that made no sense; she repeated words that made too much sense. She committed herself to Rand in the greatest gamble of her life. She became his wife.

A great collective sigh swept the assembly.

She leaned down to give Rand the kiss of peace, and he waited until she was off-balance and tipped her into his lap. The sigh of relief became a laugh, then a cheer as Rand leaned her back and kissed her. It was a very pleasant kiss, a kind of meat-and-potatoes kiss meant to sustain her through the rest of the day.

It would probably succeed. During her sojourn at Clairmont Court, she had been Rand’s nurse, supporter, and advocate. Somehow, for today at least, it seemed the roles had been reversed. She didn’t like it—she didn’t ever want to depend on anyone so wholly—but she derived strength from the touch of his lips, his firm hug, and the buttress of his shoulder.

Why had she married him?

Now she remembered. Because she recognized the fury that drove him to do what was right, regardless of the cost to himself. It was the same fury that had driven her in Brussels.

And, worst of all, because she loved him.

Rand pressed little kisses on her neck and murmured, “You’re the bravest woman I know.”


“Don’t be foolish.” She pushed him away and stood up, straightening with elaborate motions her magnificent lace-encrusted skirt.

The family rushed forward. Garth embraced her first, the duke of Clairmont providing his official approval of his brother’s wife. “I prayed for this from the first,” he said. “You’ve brought him back to life.”

It wasn’t she who had brought him back to life, Sylvan wanted to say, but the knowledge of his own innocence. Before she could speak, Lady Emmie elbowed her son out of her way and clasped Sylvan to her capacious bosom. “My dear, I always wanted a daughter.”

Sylvan nodded, dumb before such enthusiasm.

Aunt Adela hugged her more gingerly, but agreed. “She did. I always told her it was foolish to fancy a girl who’ll marry away from the family, but she wanted one anyway.”

“They don’t marry away from the family,” Lady Emmie said.

“Sylvan’s mother isn’t here,” Aunt Adela retorted.

“We’ve already invited Lord and Lady Miles to come and visit. They’ll be welcome at all times.”

Sylvan moaned slightly, but Garth reassured her. “We’ll send you and Rand on an extended honeymoon should your father overstay his welcome.”

After he had slipped his prayer book into the pocket of his black coat, the Reverend Donald took Sylvan’s hand and shook it. “I cannot imagine Lady Sylvan being anything but pleased at Lord Miles’s visit.”

“You haven’t met—” Garth cut himself off sharply and folded his lips tight.

Sylvan sympathized with the duke. Her father had been at his most obsequious when Garth arrived at their home, then at his most obnoxious when he realized Garth wished only to persuade Sylvan to nurse Rand. Her mother, of course, had been pathetically eager to please, then pathetically agitated by her husband’s outrage. The memory of a farce could only underscore Sylvan’s fears, and she turned from the vicar’s scrutiny.

Obviously, not soon enough, for he pressed the hand he still held. “My father, also, was a difficult man who failed to realize that my higher destiny lay with the clergy, but I look back on my early ordeals as the furnace that hardened the steel of my character.” He waved his free hand across the vista of people, trees, and ocean. “The sun shines on this day of holy rites. Lift your heart and be glad.”

Startled, Sylvan stared in fascination at the minister. So that was how he herded his flock along the right path. She’d seen only his austerity, but his gladness in the performance of his duty startled, then pleased her. “Yes,” she said. “Thank you.”

He must have gestured his wife forward, for Clover Donald appeared beside him, a tremulous smile on her lips and eyes reddened from the tears that spilled during the ceremony. “May I offer my congratulations, Lady Sylvan, on your marriage?”

“Of course,” Sylvan murmured, feeling foolish at having to give permission and wondering if this noble union had completely cut her off from communion with those of less breeding. Always before she’d straddled that chasm, one foot placed with the wealthy aristocrats, one foot with the common folk.

She was, she supposed, lucky to have wed into a family so noble they felt no urge to prove it with sham snobbery.

Clover’s smile wavered, and Sylvan said hastily, “Won’t you join us for our personal celebration?”


“We would be honored,” the Reverend Donald answered, and steered his wife toward Rand to congratulate him with equal fervor.

A long queue of neighbors formed to offer Sylvan their good wishes, and Lady Emmie and Aunt Adela stationed themselves on either side to perform the introductions. Whenever the guests expressed, through word or intonation, their vulgar interest, Lady Emmie or Aunt Adela stepped in. Sylvan, they made clear, was a Malkin now, and therefore beyond reproach. It was no small thing, Sylvan realized, to be a dowager or other relative of the duke of Clairmont. These women elicited respect by their station alone, and when that failed to quell the nosiest of the guests, their patrician demeanor squashed pretension.

One by one, the neighbors moved from the terrace into the house where they would be presented with a fine repast and a chance to watch the newlyweds.

Feeling a sharp elbow to the hip, Sylvan watched Gail struggle her way to Rand. “Uncle Rand, will I still be your girl?”

“My first girl.” Rand enclosed her in a big hug. “And my best girl named Gail.”

Gail giggled, and Betty called, “Miss Gail, you make your curtsy to Miss Sylvan.”

“Lady Sylvan,” Rand corrected.

Betty sniffled with joy as she looked from Rand to Sylvan, from one ring to the other. “Of course, Lord Rand.”

As instructed, Gail curtsied, but Sylvan saw the wariness in the child’s gaze and experienced a kinship. How could Gail not be wary, with this hurried wedding forced by extraordinary circumstances? Circumstances that must have caused gossip to run rampant through the servants’ quarters and come finally to the child’s ears. Regardless of her paternity, it must be confusing. Taking Gail’s hand, Sylvan leaned over and whispered, “You’ll always be his best girl, but he’s afraid to say so for fear of hurting my feelings.”

Startled, Gail withdrew her hand, and Sylvan blushed. Foolish to be so incompetent when dealing with a child.

Then Gail stood on tiptoe and whispered loud enough for everyone to hear, “Don’t worry. Uncle Rand told me before he would’ve married you if you were ugly as a wart-causing toad.”

The crowd roared with laughter, startling both Gail and Sylvan, and Rand took each of them by the hand.

“Garth!” Aunt Adela’s voice boomed a little too loudly for discretion. “It’s time you followed your brother’s suit and took a bride.”

Garth stiffened, then laughed with counterfeit jocularity. “I don’t need to marry yet. I can still hold in my stomach.”

There was a light spatter of chuckles, but no one seemed really amused, and Rand said, “Sylvan and I have no objection to providing the heir to the Clairmont dukedom. Do we, Sylvan?”

What was she supposed to say? All the platitudes about blushing brides came to her as she struggled to reply with a trifle of dignity.

James rescued her with a swift peck on the cheek and a cheery, “Let’s go inside so the peasants can quaff their beer and swallow their meal without trying to display manners they don’t possess.”

“They have manners,” Garth rebuked. “They’re just not our manners.”

“Amen to that.” James pushed his way to the edge of the stairs and shouted, “We’ll just throw the raw meat down to you, and you can fight it out.” A ragged cheer answered him, and he turned back to the family with a smirk. “See? They love me.”

“They think you’re naught but a fop,” Garth answered sharply.

James put one hand on his hip in exaggerated astonishment. “I wonder who told them that.”

“No one had to tell them,” Garth said. “When a man hangs about doing nothing, the peasants, as you call them, recognize his worth.”

“Gentlemen.” Something about the tone of Rand’s voice jerked Garth and James to attention. “This is my wedding day, and you’ll do me the courtesy of calling a truce.”

James flushed, but Garth rubbed his eyes tiredly. “I’ll do better than that. I’ll go to the mill. It’s been one thing after another these days.”

“You can’t go, dear!” Lady Emmie hurried forward and took his arm. “It’s Rand and Sylvan’s wedding luncheon.”

Garth smiled and patted her hand. “Rand won’t mind, and Sylvan doesn’t yet know what hit her.” He lowered his voice, but Sylvan heard him. “Besides, you know how I am about weddings.”

Below them, the villagers began their exodus to the back of Clairmont Court, where the food would be distributed and barrels of beer tapped. It would be a pleasant respite from the continual labor of summer in both the fields and the mill, and when they finished they would return refreshed and ready to work.

“Rand,” Lady Emmie wailed, “talk to your brother.”

“I will,” Rand said. “Go and entertain our guests.” He nodded at Aunt Adela. “Please, Aunt, take her inside.”


“Garth needs to remain,” Aunt Adela said stiffly.

Rand cut her off with a motion, and James laughed dryly. “Rand’s back, Mother, can’t you see? We’ll all do as we’re told.” He presented an arm to each lady. “You know you can squelch the gossip with one look from your fine eyes.” He led them toward the house, then paused. “Do you want me to take your leg shackle, too?”

It was meant to be amusing, but Rand wondered if James knew how close he came to disaster. “Go, James.”

James went. Sylvan sat on the flat surface of the marble railing, her hands folded in her lap, and stared out at the rapidly emptying grounds. The tumult that went before only accentuated the growing quiet, and Garth burst out, “By Jove! Mother’s right. I must stay here to lend my support to you and Sylvan. I try to forget, sometimes, that I’m the duke.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Rand said. “I think you just weigh your primary duty and proceed with it, regardless of the consequences. Now, what’s wrong at the mill?”

“Someone’s…doing things.”

“Things?”

“Breaking things. Hiding things. Making it as difficult as possible for the mill to operate.”

Rand pursed his lips in a low whistle. “What are you doing about it?”

“I haven’t done anything yet. I didn’t even realize, the first few days, what was occurring.” Garth thrust his hands into the top of his best waistcoat. “I’m a stupid fool.”

“Not stupid,” Rand denied. “Trusting.”

“I’m going to organize a patrol of men at the mill. Men who’ll watch for any unusual activity. But dammit!” Garth glanced guiltily at Sylvan. “Beg pardon, Sylvan. By Jove, what will I tell them? How will I explain this sudden display of malice?”

“They’re no dunces, Garth.” Rand watched his brother with concern, noting the thinning of the broad cheeks, the way he held his hand over his stomach as if it ached. “They’ll just be glad to know their wives have added protection when they work.”

“Yes.” Garth pushed his hand through his carefully combed hair. “I suppose you’re right.”

Rand wanted to hug his brother as he had done when they were boys, when Garth’s idealism had clashed with reality and Garth had been wounded. But Garth wouldn’t welcome it. Not right now when he’d just seen Rand wed the woman of his choice. Later, when the wound had healed a little…“Go on to the mill,” Rand said. “I’ll make your excuses, and when you come back, we’ll talk.”

 

“Something’s wrong.” Rand stared out the carriage window at the mill. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but somehow, something was different and he couldn’t help but remember Garth’s anxiety.

“The machinery’s not running,” Sylvan said. “There’s no noise.”

Rand snapped his fingers. “That’s it!” Foolish, he told himself. So foolish he didn’t observe the obvious.

The square white building looked the same. The shingles toasted in the summer sun. The shorn grass around the foundation wavered in the wind. Charity, Beverly, Nanna, and Shirley straggled toward the sprawling structure, smiling and chatting about the wedding feast, so it would seem all the celebrations were winding down.

A good thing, too, for as they pulled to a stop, they could hear shouting from inside the mill. It was Garth, and he sounded furious.

The women groaned, and Rand called from inside the carriage, “I’ll go in, ladies, and divert his wrath.”

“Blessings on ye, sir,” Nanna called back.

“Congratulations to ye both,” Charity said, and in a lower voice she wondered aloud, “But what are newlyweds doing here?”

Rand didn’t take the time to answer. He waited impatiently as Jasper handed Sylvan down, then helped unbuckle the straps that held his chair in place. The women came to lend a hand with unloading him, then Sylvan gave him a push to start him through the grass into the mill. He let her go in first, of course, but just inside the door, she stopped and looked around with troubled eyes.

The stillness and silence reminded Rand of the hopeful time before the steam engine had been installed and started for the first time. Garth had been ecstatic, sure that the mill would immediately prove itself to all skeptics. Instead it had been a project that swallowed hours of Garth’s time and much of his idealism. If only there were some other way to keep families on the estate, but there didn’t appear to be.

“Damn stupid machine!” Garth’s voice snarled from the center of the mill. “Stupid damn thing won’t run!”

A loud, metallic pounding accompanied his invective, and Rand glanced at Sylvan apologetically. “We’ve found him.”

Amusement brought some color back into her cheeks, and she said, “So we have.”

About a dozen women sat in a circle on the floor, and they stood as Rand and Sylvan approached, clearing a path and bobbing curtsies while offering felicitations. The commotion attracted Garth’s attention, and he called, “Rand! Sylvan! What are you doing here?” He looked down at them from atop a ladder that leaned on the steam engine. “Did you enjoy as much of the company as you could stand?”

“Yes, thank you indeed.” Rand glared at his brother.

Garth tried to be normal and make conversation, when clearly the steam engine held his attention. “I can scarcely believe you walked out of your own party because you found the neighbors shallow.”

“You should believe it,” Rand answered.

Garth’s lip curled in disgust. “Was someone rude?”

“Yes.” Sylvan chuckled. “Rand.”

“Were you?” Garth took a moment to examine his brother. “Such a surprise.”

“I wasn’t the only rude one.” Rand glared meaningfully at Sylvan. “But you’re the duke. You should have had to suffer, too.”

“Ignorant batch of beggars, aren’t they?” Garth’s blue eyes twinkled in puckish merriment, but he dripped sweat from the heat of the furnace.

“Not all of them.” Rand took Sylvan’s hand and patted it. “Just Lady St. Clare. She tried to question Sylvan about her ancestry.”

Sylvan hung her head. “You were angry because I asked about her ancestry, too.”

“No, I was not.” Rand looked up at Garth. “Sylvan asked Lady St. Clare if her parents were married.”

Garth released a bark of astonished laughter.

“She made me angry,” Sylvan confessed to Rand. “She stared at you as if you were some kind of lesser creature. Whenever you spoke, she acted amazed.”

Rand hid his hurt behind a jaunty smile. “The organ-grinder’s monkey performed on cue.”


“Believe me, I’m sorry.” The engine clanged, and Garth clanged it back with a wrench. “I thought that our neighbors would be sophisticated enough to treat you with respect, as the son and brother of a duke and as a war hero should be treated.”

He looked so guilty that Sylvan hastened to say, “Most of them were lovely.”

“Most of them were civil,” Rand corrected. “A few were lovely. I could comfort myself that they’re cretins, but some of them I formerly called my friends. So who’s the cretin?”

“You don’t expect me to defend them, surely.” Turning back to the engine, Garth tapped a pressure gauge. “I have no reason to love them.”

Rand didn’t like his brother’s appearance. Garth still wore formal clothing, but his cravat had been torn off and black streaks marred the pristine white of his shirt. Placing a steadying hand on the ladder, Rand asked, “What’s wrong with the damn stupid machine?”

“Did I call it that?” Garth tried to look innocent. “It won’t start. It keeps hiccuping like it wants to, but it just doesn’t catch.”

Glancing at Sylvan, Rand experienced her anxiety almost as if she spoke aloud. Something gnawed at her, but when he took her hand and asked, “What is it?” she just shook her head.

“I don’t know. I just don’t like this place.” She tried to smile. “I’ve seen my father’s mills, and I don’t like them, even when they’re quiet.”

“I shouldn’t have brought you,” Rand said.

“You would have left me at the party?” Sylvan asked.

He laughed at the exaggerated hurt in her voice. “No. I guess even a mill is better than a roomful of nosy aristocrats.”


Around on the other side, Stanwood, the master mechanic, thrust his head out. “I just cleaned out the stuffing box, Yer Grace. Want to try it again?”

“Do it.” Garth climbed down the ladder. “These delays are irksome.”

“Perhaps Jasper could assist,” Rand offered. “He’s got a way with carriages. Maybe he can fix any moving parts.”

Jasper didn’t move out of the shadows. “Carriages aren’t steam engines. These contraptions are inventions of the devil.”

Garth laughed. “You don’t believe that superstitious claptrap, do you?”

“This place makes me squeamish.”

Sylvan looked as if she wanted to agree.

“But I wager you could fix this. Won’t you try?” Rand coaxed.

With a sigh that rattled the piston rods, Jasper came forward and accepted the wrench Garth offered.

The big engine before them shuddered, and Stanwood called, “Stoke that fire. We’ve got it now.”

Garth opened the door to the boiler and a blast of heat roiled past. Grabbing a shovel, he ladled coal inside onto the glowing fire until one of the women nudged him and took the shovel.

“Pressure’s going up,” Stanwood called, and Garth ran around to check the pressure gauge.

“Look at that,” Jasper crowed. He circled the engine as the main piston began shoving the flywheel. “That rod thing is moving.”

“We’ve got it now.” Garth wiped a drip of sweat off the end of his nose. “We can start up again. Come on.” He offered his arm to Sylvan. “Let’s go to my office and have a congratulatory drink.”


The noise level began to accelerate, the floor to vibrate. The women raised their voices above the rhythmic roar of the engine as they walked to their stations. Threads began to twitch, then roll, and Sylvan flinched as the mill developed its customary roar and cadence.

Rand held her hand tighter and said to Garth, “She’ll come with me.”

Garth’s lips twitched as he subdued a smile, but he said nothing as he led the way.

Following close behind, Rand asked, “Do you think these problems are the work of the mischief-maker?”

Lines of care etched themselves around Garth’s mouth and eyes. “He wouldn’t dare mess with the engine. The danger’s too great. If the pressure’s wrong in that thing, if a valve sticks, it could blow this—”

Sylvan made a sound of distress, and Garth must have heard it, for he quickly added, “Of course, that won’t happen.” He held the door to his office as they entered, then followed them in. He pressed Sylvan down in a chair and brought a bottle of wine from his cabinet. Waving the dusty bottle, he said, “This is the last of the smuggled stuff. French wine is authorized for import now that Napoleon’s been safely shunted off to his island, but I think the illegality gives this quite a tang.” He poured three glasses and distributed them, then raised his in a toast. “May you find the kind of happiness I have found.”

“God grant,” Rand agreed, and tapped Sylvan’s glass with his.

“Drink up, Sylvan,” Garth urged. “It’ll bring the roses back into your cheeks.” He waited until Sylvan had complied, then asked, “Now, what really brings you here?”

“It occurred to me you might be interested.” Rand placed his glass on the desk. “Sylvan had a ghostly experience last night.”


Garth looked from one to the other. “A ghostly…?” Comprehension swept his face, and he focused on Sylvan intently. “Were you hurt?”

She shook her head.

“I beg pardon.” Garth looked furious and embarrassed. “I never would have pressured you into coming to Clairmont Court had I realized you would be subjected to danger. I suppose that since our ghost disapproves of everything I do, he also disapproves of you.” Garth grinned savagely. “But I think he’ll soon see the error of his ways.”

Rand leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve spoken to him.” Garth perched one hip on his desk. “He’s coming here. We’re going to have a talk, and there’s going to be an understanding reached.”

Incredulous, Rand demanded, “You know who it is?”

“I’m a bit of a fool,” Garth admitted. “But yes, I know who it is. The evidence has always been there, but I didn’t want to think that it could be one of my own.”

“Who is it?” Sylvan demanded.

“I don’t think I should say until I’ve—”

Sylvan reached for her throat. “You sent for him? Now?”

“He’ll be along directly, I imagine, and—”

“Don’t you understand how dangerous he is?”

Sylvan didn’t scream, but she came close, and Rand jumped. “Sylvan?” he questioned. “Is there something you should tell me?”

“Dangerous?” Garth visibly struggled with his disbelief. “He’s misguided, certainly, but—”

“Misguided? You call a man who stalks women in the dark misguided?”

“He hasn’t—”

“Killed anyone?” Rising to her feet, Sylvan slapped her palms on the desk and leaned toward Garth. “Is that what it takes?”

“Sylvan, I’m going to punish him as he deserves, but—”

“How can you be so blind? He’s taken Rand’s recuperation and used it to try and drive Rand crazy. He came to my room and—”

“Recuperation?” Garth seized on that one word to the exclusion of everything else. “Rand’s better, yes, but isn’t recovery too strong a term?”

Sylvan looked guiltily at Rand, and he shook his head. In her excitement, she’d said more than she should, but he couldn’t work up a fury. He and Garth were close, closer than most brothers, and ever since Sylvan had convinced him of his innocence, he’d wanted to share his delight.

“Rand?” Garth stood and came around the desk. “A recovery?”

Rand heard the lilt in Garth’s voice and rejoiced. “I’ve been walking in my sleep.” To temper Garth’s dawning rapture, Rand warned, “But only in my sleep.”

“Walking in your sleep?” Leaning down, Garth grabbed his brother in a bear hug that lifted him out of the chair, then dropped him back. “How long have you known?”

“For months,” Rand admitted. “I thought that I—”

“Was the ghost?” Garth followed his thought with a sure instinct. “And that bastard let you think so?” He looked at Sylvan, at the fists she clenched in her lap and the earnest fright in her expression. “You think I’m a fool, don’t you?”

“I think you’re a man,” she corrected. “Always thinking you’re too big and strong to be hurt, always thinking you can protect everyone else from injury. But this scoundrel doesn’t fight like a man; he lurks in the shadows and attacks when you’re weak, and if you don’t take him seriously—”

“Yes.” Garth bowed his head. “You’re right. I’ll send some of the men to escort him here, and we’ll confront him together.” Looking at Rand, some of his serious mien disappeared. “But you’re walking at night, and someday soon…I would give anything to have you walk again.” Lifting his head alertly, he held up one hand for silence. “What’s that?”

Outside in the mill, the sound of the machinery had changed. It seemed to stagger from start to stop and back again, and as Garth came to his feet in a rush, the door slammed back against the wall. Rand stared at the wild-eyed mechanic as he yelled, “’Tis making a chugging noise, Yer Grace, like it’s trying to go somewhere, and the piston’s freezing.”

“Have you tried the bleed valve?”

“Nothing came out.”

Garth pushed Stanwood aside and leaped out the door, and Rand snagged the mechanic when he would have followed. “What does this mean?”

“Means trouble,” Stanwood said, and tore himself away.

“Dear God.” Sylvan lunged at Rand as he pushed himself toward the door. “Don’t go! Can’t you feel that?”

He could indeed. Beneath them, the floor trembled. In the mill, the women shrieked, and he feared—

Boom! The blast hit them, hot and harsh. It rattled the hinges and threw her against the wall. It blew papers in a whirlwind.

It knocked Rand’s chair over and sent him sprawling. “Garth!” Shoving the chair aside, he leaped up and ran toward the door. “Garth.”
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Sylvan grabbed for Rand and missed. He ran out into the mill, and she darted after him.

And staggered back. Beyond the office door, hell reigned. A new hell, one of twisted lumber and curling steam. The far wall had blown out. Sunshine beamed in inappropriate gaiety. Tiles of the slate roof fell in masses, like playing cards from a careless hand. Machinery rested on its side. Dust mixed with the wind, and Sylvan tasted it—the dust of defeat.

In an instant, the mill had changed from manufacturer’s dream to worker’s nightmare.

Sylvan coughed and squinted, trying to see through the floating grime. Rand struggled through the wreckage, and for the first time, Sylvan realized—he was walking. Without a thought to himself, he was walking. It was a miracle—the miracle they’d been seeking. He leaped overturned machinery, cleared a path through the devastation, and called his brother in a desperate tone.


Another beam crashed to the ground, and she jumped. God, a miracle, but at what cost?

Other voices joined Rand’s, quietly at first, then louder. Women moaned, cried, called out names. One slowly built to a scream that hit a high note and stayed.

This looked like a battlefield. This looked worse than a battlefield.

Sylvan cringed. They wanted her. They needed her. She had to help them.

She couldn’t. She couldn’t help them. She already knew that. She’d already proved that.

Below the constant shriek caused by someone’s pain, she could hear a low, steady weeping that begged for attention.

Across the room, someone staggered to her feet. A bedraggled, filthy Nanna swung her head back and forth like a pendulum, seeing the destruction through shocked eyes. Leaning over, she picked up a long fragment of wood and tossed it aside. Then another, then another. She collapsed onto one knee, then walking her hands up a crooked timber, she dragged herself erect again.

She needed help.

Sylvan took her first step out. Everyone needed help.

“Lady Sylvan.” A feeble voice called her. “I think my ribs are broken, but if ye’ll help me, I’ll stand and give a hand.”

Beverly. Sour-faced Beverly struggled to tear strips off her skirt so she could wrap herself and help the others. Sour-faced Beverly. Brave Beverly, who knew what was required and did it without question. Without whimpering.

Sylvan whimpered and clambered through the chaos to her side. “Let me.” With her teeth, Sylvan ripped strips off her own linen petticoat. After all, she did know how to do that. She’d done it often enough. Assisting Beverly as she sat up, Sylvan bundled the strips around Beverly’s chest and tied them. “Is that better?” she asked.

“Much.” Beverly’s white cheeks told of the lie. “Thank you, Lady Sylvan.”

“I found her,” Nanna called. “I found the screamer. Shirley’s caught. Lady Sylvan—”

“I can’t. Oh, God, please, I can’t.”

“Could you go find somebody to dig her out?” Nanna finished.

Jolted, Sylvan stared at Nanna, then at Beverly, and slowly she realized they didn’t expect her to bandage them, cure them, help them. They didn’t expect anything from her, now that she was a noblewoman, and that was fine with Sylvan. “I can’t help.”

She whispered, but Beverly heard her, for she patted Sylvan’s hand as if she were the one in need of succor. “Lady Sylvan, if you would just prop me on my feet—”

The building released another shower of tiles, stone, and rafters, then, with a groan and a mighty bang, an oak cross beam hit the floor. Sylvan ducked, cowering, almost wishing something would strike her and put her out of her misery. Pain had to be better than this constant uncertainty, this debilitating cowardice.

But the dust settled once more, Sylvan was uninjured, and she raised her head.

Nanna had disappeared. The screaming had stopped. It was silent. Dead silent.

“No,” Sylvan whispered. Staggering to her feet, she strained her eyes as if Nanna would rise from the rubble. “No, please.” She started across the room. Each step seemed weighted, too slow to help yet so heavy it would produce another rupture in the mill’s framework. Above where Nanna had stood the sky gleamed. Rafters hung askew. Heavy slate shingles slapped the floor as they slithered off the roof. Not a glimpse of Nanna remained.

Sylvan took a breath, then another; faster and faster until her head buzzed and she realized she didn’t need air. She just needed courage.

Scorning breath, she started carefully moving sticks and plaster. A splinter jabbed her palm; she impatiently jerked it out. As she shifted down through the debris, she saw an apron and underneath that, the shape of a leg, trapped beneath beams and boards that crisscrossed like a child’s game of pick-up sticks. Pull the wrong board, and the whole structure would fall on her head.

Cautiously, she moved a board. Nothing happened. She moved another. And another. Parts of two bodies appeared, then Nanna’s face. At first Sylvan thought she, too, was unconscious, but her eyes flickered open as Sylvan uncovered her face. Her mouth was one thin line, held tight with pain, and when Sylvan uncovered her leg, she saw why.

The massive beam had landed right on her ankle and crushed it into the floor. There was no way to move it, no way to move her. If anyone had the right to scream, it was Nanna, but she clung to silence. Sylvan stared into her eyes, knowing what would have to be done and sick with the knowledge.

Nanna mined the bedrock of her courage—where was Sylvan’s bedrock?

“I can help.” One of the other women stood beside Sylvan. “I’m just a little scalded.”

Scalded, indeed. The steam from the explosion had blistered one side of her neck and her cheek. More courage.

“Shirley’s under there,” Sylvan said. “Let’s see if we can find her.”


They carefully cleared debris. Others joined them. Pert, Tilda, Ernestine. All were injured, but they reported on the others. Ada had a broken arm. Charity was awake but seeing double. Jeremia had lost teeth and had both eyes swollen shut. Beverly was trying to herd them all outside.

The talk kept their minds off their increasing worry as no sound issued from beneath the rubble. Then—

“I’ve got her, Lady Sylvan.” Ernestine dug eagerly for a moment, then sat back on her haunches. “She’s here.”

Sylvan didn’t need to look beyond the expression on Ernestine’s face to know Shirley’s fate, but somehow she’d taken the lead in this small, besieged group. Solemnly, she leaned forward and pulled the last board away to uncover Shirley’s torso—a torso robbed of breath and heartbeat by massive injuries.

She’d seen death before. Why did it always tear her heart out? Why did it always place another weight on the guilt in her soul?

A sob shook Ernestine, and Pert put her arm around the larger woman. “She was Shirley’s sister,” she explained.

“Of course.” Sylvan looked into the sky. Shirley had been alive after the blast. Danger still hovered over their heads, and they never knew when another part of the mill would give way.

“Salvage something to build a shed over Nanna,” she commanded.

“Should we send someone to the village and Clairmont Court to tell them?” Tilda asked.

“They know,” Sylvan assured them. “I imagine they heard that blast for miles.”

“Felt it, too,” Tilda said.

“Yes.”


“What are we going to do about Nanna?”

Sylvan looked at Nanna’s agonized expression. “I’ll take care of her.” But she didn’t move, still staring at the crushed foot that held Nanna in place. Visions of saws that separated flesh from flesh and bone from bone ripped at her until a man’s voice brought her head up.

“Dear God.” The vicar stood not five feet away, taking in the scene with horror, then comprehension. Swiftly, he came to Nanna’s side and dropped to his knees beside her. With a gentle hand, he smoothed her face, then picked up her hand. “God has chosen you for a special mission, Nanna.” His voice sounded deep, strengthening, and he rubbed her wrist slowly as if to massage the significance of his words into her flesh. “You’re still alive, and God placed Lady Sylvan here at this time to save you. Do you hear me?”

Nanna’s gaze clung to his, and she nodded.

“Do you believe me?”

She nodded again.

“Good.” He beckoned Tilda and had her take his place at Nanna’s side, then rose and took Sylvan’s arm. “Lady Sylvan, you have already done much good in this place. It’s time to do more.”

Ashamed, she whispered, “I’m afraid.”

“I’m here to help you. We’re all here to help you. See?”

He pointed, and for the first time, Sylvan saw the others. Lady Emmie and Aunt Adela stood before the carriage that had brought them, taking in the scene with a shock that equaled Sylvan’s own. Through the open wall, she could see James running down the hill toward them, his elegance in disarray. Then she looked up into the Reverend Donald’s eyes. Tears leaked from the corners, and a great compassion gleamed from the depths of his soul. As Nanna had before her, Sylvan gained strength from his boundless sympathy. Somehow, without words, he conveyed his faith in her, and she straightened.

“Oh, I’ll do it. I’m just afraid.”

“You have every right to be afraid, but God will guide your hand.” He patted that hand, and said, “Now, tell me what you need and we’ll find it somehow.”

Somehow she managed to tick off the required supplies, and he replied, “It shall be as you require.”

He released her and gathered the other women around him, and Sylvan once again had a demonstration of his power. Was it just this morning that he’d performed her wedding with such majesty? Then he had been an apt representative of the church. Now he was more the able servant of God. She might not like him or his unbending attitude, but he had a deft, sure touch in steering panicked people in the right direction.

Using the strength he had lent her, Sylvan knelt beside Nanna’s head. “I will take care of you,” she promised.

“Aye, Lady Sylvan,” Nanna agreed, but she didn’t really seem to hear. Her gaze never left the Reverend Donald, and she took a sustaining breath. “At bottom, he’s a good man.”

“Lady Sylvan.”

The shout jolted Sylvan, and she swiveled to stare at Jasper. He stood outside the mill’s former wall, waving his arms.

“Lady Sylvan, ye’ve got to come!”

“Rand,” Sylvan whispered. Amazingly, she’d forgotten about Rand, but then, she knew Rand could take care of himself.

Or could he?


With an anxious glance, she located Lady Emmie and Aunt Adela. James had them both by the arm, holding them still and speaking rapidly. Although Sylvan couldn’t hear them, it was clear by their gestures that they argued in return, and she seized the moment to escape the confines of the mill. She didn’t want to talk to them now. Not before she discovered the extent of the tragedy.

“Look.” Jasper pointed before she had even cleared the mill’s foundation. “Look.”

Rand sat among the remains of a wall, holding his brother’s body, his head held to Garth’s chest as if listening for a heartbeat.

It was useless. Even from a distance, Sylvan could see it was useless. Garth’s limbs flopped and twisted, and his head kept slithering off the support of Rand’s knee. He was dead.

Sylvan turned away.

Jasper grabbed her. “Where are ye going?”

“Back inside to get Lady Emmie. There’s nothing I can do here.”

“Lord Rand is yer husband,” Jasper snapped. “Help him.”

Sylvan hesitated. Her first instinct was to leave Rand to his grief, but was Jasper right? Was it her function as Rand’s wife to comfort him? Gingerly, she approached him and laid her hand on his shoulder. “Rand?”

He tilted his head and looked at her. “What?”

His intense frown reminded her of Gail when she sought to understand something beyond her comprehension. “Can I help you?” she asked, then immediately cursed herself. Stupid question, for all the world like a hat shop girl with a customer. But she didn’t know what to say. What did one say in the face of death? “I’m sorry.”


“Why?”

Oh, God, this was worse than she thought.

With exquisite care, Rand laid Garth on the ground and arranged him so his body looked as if it were in repose. He tucked the singed, torn clothing into a semblance of normal form. He frowned at the face; nothing could return it to its original shape. “Do you think it hurt him?”

Hurt him? To be blasted through a wall, to have every bone in his body broken?

“He was gone when I found him, and I was angry at first, because I didn’t get to say what I wanted.” His eyes shone glassy with the fever of trauma. “But then I thought how much he would have suffered, and I wondered if you thought he might have died instantly.”

“Of course he died instantly. I’ve seen a lot of death, and I know.” Know? Sylvan wanted to laugh at her own idiocy. She was telling a falsehood, but it was surely a good falsehood. Rand seemed to believe it, and it seemed to comfort him. Maybe her lie would cushion the blow until he was ready to face the truth. Maybe he would never face the truth. Maybe—she touched Garth’s cold hand—maybe the truth didn’t matter.

“I’m always the lucky one,” Rand said. “Always the one left behind while the others go on to glory.”

She hadn’t known Garth long, but she’d liked him, respected him.

“I’m the only one left alive out of my regiment, did you know that?”

Garth had been a good duke: too arrogant for his own good, of course, but he took responsibility for his people and his lands in a manner almost lost in modern England.

“I’d been fighting for hours with no surcease, and my regiment had been commanded to charge the French. The French were winning.” He laughed harshly. “We would have done anything for Wellington.”

Rand’s narrative and Garth’s dead body before her sucked her back into the past. She remembered holding her parasol over her head and observing the battle from a distance. The distance had provided a buffer between her and the suffering.

“But my horse had been shot out from beneath me, so I found another—there were riderless horses all over the field, adding to the madness—and mounted, and a boy ran up with water. I took the cup. I lingered to refresh myself, and when I tried to catch my regiment, I couldn’t. The French line surrounded them, swallowed them, and I never saw another person alive.”

The buffer hadn’t survived her first hour with the wounded.

“Now it’s happened again. I’m alive, and my brother’s dead, and just because I was a moment too late.”

She looked at his guilt-stricken face, and realized she still didn’t know the words to comfort him. Feebly, she said, “This isn’t your fault.”

“Easy to say.”

“And you can’t blame yourself for drinking water.”

“It torments me to think that if I’d been a minute faster—”

“You’d be dead, too.” This wasn’t right. Sylvan jerked with the realization. Why was she here, offering comfort where there was no comfort to be had, rather than inside, helping the living? She was such a coward, using Rand’s grief as an excuse to avoid her duty.

And what was Rand doing, assuming he had the power of life and death? His brother’s body lay on the ground, and he was mourning his own existence.


“If I’d got out to the steam engine—”

“You’d be dead, too.”

Her voice was stronger now, more belligerent, and it penetrated his haze. “Sylvan?” He groped for her hand.

She slapped it away. “You’re alive.”

He covered his face and groaned. “I disgust you.”

“Yes…you…do.”

Her bluntness, her outrage brought his head up. “What?”

“You’re a milksop.”

He looked so shocked, she would have laughed, but she seemed to have forgotten how.

“You’re alive, and you’re cowering. You took a drink, you were lucky, and you’re blubbering about it.”

“I beg your pardon!”

“I should hope so.” Her own words pumped strength through her veins, and she dropped to her knees in the rubble and shook her finger in his face. “You’re alive because it wasn’t time for you to die. Because there’s work to be done on this earth, and God has decided you’re the one to do it. I wonder how many times he’s going to have to cuff you before you pay attention.”

He gestured to the mill. “You call this a cuff?”

“I call this work to be done. Your brother would want his people cared for, and you had best stay on your feet and care for them.” Standing, she cast him a scornful glance. “Afterward, you can mourn.”

“What about you?” He stopped her with one question. “What will you do afterward?”

She stood with one foot lifted, frozen by his derision, and wished she could answer that she never mourned. But that would be a lie. No matter how she struggled, no matter how she worked in her mind, she couldn’t face her fate with courage, nor her past with resignation.


She heard Rand groan, and she wanted to echo his pain, but he said, “Dear God, it’s Mama.”

Lady Emmie stood by the side of the mill, Aunt Adela and James on her heels. As she took in the scene before her, her kind face struggled with recognition and shock. She swayed, her tiny frame crushed beneath the weight of this new horror, and behind her Aunt Adela commanded, “Hold her, James.”

James caught Lady Emmie, and Aunt Adela wrapped them both in an embrace, but Lady Emmie shook them both off with surprising vigor and ran forward. Rand sprang to meet her, clasping her in his embrace for one moment before she broke free once more and fled to Garth’s side. Her hands fluttered over Garth’s frame before one came to rest on his chest above his heart. With the other, she reached for Rand, and he took it and held it. “My baby,” she said, looking at Garth. Then she turned to Rand. “Did he give you back your legs?”

Slowly, Rand nodded. “Yes, I suppose he did.”

Aunt Adela passed Sylvan, rushing to succor Lady Emmie, and James dropped to his knees where he stood. They were a family, mourning one of their own, and they didn’t need Sylvan now.

She strode toward the mill, planning Nanna’s amputation and ignoring the voice that whimpered inside.
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Dr. Moreland held the pink, sore-looking stub of Nanna’s leg in his hand. Lightly, he touched the seam where Sylvan had lapped the skin over the bone and muscle to form a natural bandage, and smiled at Nanna. “I wager you were thankful Lady Sylvan was near at hand when the explosion occurred.”

Nanna cast a grateful glance at Sylvan, who waited nervously for his verdict. “That I was, sir. If it had been left to the stupid ol’ horse doctor we used to call for emergencies, I’d be dying in pain and agony. Not that there’s anything wrong with Mr. Roberts, but I’m not a horse.”

“You certainly are not. Well, I couldn’t have done a better amputation myself.” He carefully placed the limb on the pillow where it rested in the makeshift hospital in the halls of Clairmont Court. “I would that all young surgeons learned as well as you did, Your Grace.”

Sylvan stared at Dr. Moreland without understanding. “Your Grace,” he called her, and that was right, but she wasn’t used to it.


Garth lay in state in the grand salon. His brother—her husband—was now the duke. It was a progression unbroken through four hundred years, so why had it taken her by surprise? Why had it never occurred to her that, in the case of Garth’s death, Rand would become a duke?

And she would be a duchess. Was a duchess. The daughter of a merchant would be the duchess of Clairmont. Somehow, that seemed the ultimate, most horrible irony.

“You couldn’t have had a better nurse here for this crisis,” Dr. Moreland said to the mill women who stood in a circle around him.

They murmured their agreement, shifting their crutches and adjusting their slings.

“We never expected such kindness and care from a duchess,” Dorothy said, then glanced at Lady Emmie in discomfiture. “I mean…”

“I know what you mean.” Dressed in the black of deep mourning and looking suddenly frail and old, Lady Emmie sat on a stool and attempted to smile at Dorothy. “Sylvan has an experience I cannot hope to match.”

In similar garb, Aunt Adela stood behind Lady Emmie. “I think everyone would agree that our dowager duchess and our new duchess have brought distinction to the Clairmont title, especially in regard to my nephew.”

Lady Emmie’s smile became genuine as she looked on her only remaining son. “I can’t believe it, even seeing him with my own eyes. He’s walking. Walking!”

Rand nodded at his mother and Aunt Adela, then glanced around at the women of Malkinhampsted. Universally, they watched him with tender approval, and Charity lifted her bandaged head off the pillow. “It’s been a dread and ghastly year since ye returned from the war all crippled. That ye’re walking is a sign that the bad times are turning.”

Leaning on her elbow, Nanna said, “It’s put the heart back into us all, Your Grace, when this blast might have torn us apart.”

Moving with the care of one who had only recently relearned the skill of walking, Rand wrapped his arm around Sylvan’s shoulders. “If not for Sylvan, I’d not have lived long enough for this miracle to happen. It’s Sylvan we all should thank.”

All gazes swiveled to fix on Sylvan, and Sylvan wanted to fend them off physically. Nothing she had done had cured Rand, and the gratitude weighed on her. If only she could say so, but when she looked at him, saw him on his feet, observed his occasional wobbles, she wanted to cry for joy. One thing—one thing only—had gone right in these last wretched days, and it was so right she forgot the pain and remembered only the rapture.

She didn’t realize it, but her eyes shone as they looked on Rand, and his shone with equal delight as he examined her. Then he frowned, and said, “But she’s tired. She’s worked unceasingly for the last two days. It’s been all I could do to make her snatch some rest in a chair.”

“Yes.” Dr. Moreland examined her with his sharp gaze. “On the battlefield and in the hospital afterward, she was relentless in her devotion to the men. She seemed to think she could personally keep death at bay.” He patted her head as if she were a puppy. “That’s why gentlewomen could never assist with wounded on a regular basis, I suppose. Their delicate sensibilities are strained by the horrors.”

Resentful at being patronized, yet afraid he might divulge her secrets, Sylvan stirred within Rand’s embrace. “Do you mean I wasn’t effective in the hospital?”


“No, I mean you almost drove yourself mad caring for the lads.”

Sylvan flinched when Dr. Moreland looked at her meaningfully.

Satisfied he’d made his point, he patted her head again. “Of what use is an exhausted nurse? Your devoted husband sent for me, and I came at once. You can go to bed and sleep, and leave the nursing to me.”

“Adela and I will help, too, dear,” Lady Emmie said. “We’ve discussed this, and we’ll personally supervise the care of our patients so you can sleep. Except for this afternoon, of course, when we…”

Her voice wobbled, and Aunt Adela took up where Lady Emmie left off. “You haven’t slept since your wedding day, young lady, and I doubt that you slept the night before that, either.” Aunt Adela glared, her imperious manner belying the red glaze of her eyes. “We can’t have the new duchess fall into a decline.”

Rand wrapped his arm around Sylvan more tightly. “I won’t let that happen.”

Sylvan looked at him helplessly. All unknown to her, he had sent for Dr. Moreland. That proved his doubts in her ability, but she couldn’t blame him for that. He’d been at her side when she amputated Nanna’s foot. He’d heard the rasp of the saw and Nanna’s screams. He’d seen the other women cower and turn away, and he’d held her head when she vomited afterward.

Men studied at French universities to become physicians, and even surgeons now had some respectability. Sylvan had practiced medicine with no knowledge except practical experience, and she knew that regardless of Dr. Moreland’s kind words, she was guilty of gross incompetence. Worse, she hid the paralyzing fear that by trying to help, she’d committed murder.


Certainly, no one was suggesting that Rand had overexerted himself, although he had dark circles under his eyes.

As if Dr. Moreland read Sylvan’s thoughts, he asked, “Your Grace, if I may be so bold as to inquire, how are those legs?”

Rand seemed to have accepted his rise to the dukedom with a good deal more grace than Sylvan. He didn’t jump guiltily or look behind him, but answered simply, “The muscles cramp when I stand too long or walk too much, but every day seems easier.”

Tugging at his beard, Dr. Moreland nodded. “It’s these types of miracles which make my task worthwhile. Remember that, young lady.” He waggled his finger at Sylvan. “You might have had to cut off a foot, but you cured your husband, and both actions were in the best interests of the patients.”

“I didn’t cure him,” she denied.

“He thinks you did, Your Grace.”

Your Grace—again. What a jest! What other duchess in England had had to amputate a woman’s foot? What other duchess had set bones and stitched wounds, applied poultices to burned and scalded skin and mixed herbs to relieve infections? What other duchess…She clenched her fists and tried once more to realize—she was a duchess.

“She’s going to swoon,” Lady Emmie said.

Rand swung her off her feet, then braced himself as if he thought he might stumble. He did not, and he looked both pleased and surprised. “You’re a tiny thing,” he said to Sylvan. “Tinier than I’d realized.”

He started toward the stairs, but she shook her head. “I can’t sleep yet.”

He didn’t slow.

“Not until I’ve paid my respects to Garth. Not until…you’re burying him this afternoon, aren’t you?”


Rand hesitated. “Yes.”

“I should be there.”

He looked down at her, and she realized his equanimity had failed him. With tears in his eyes, he said, “We’ve discussed this, and even”—he struggled to keep his breathing steady—“Aunt Adela says that you should rest rather than attend the services. No one will mutter about your absence if Aunt Adela says it’s permissible.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead, then rubbed her with his chin as if he were a cat gaining comfort from her touch. “Garth would understand.”

Yes, Garth would understand. Sylvan believed that. Of all the Malkins, she comprehended Garth’s mind more than that of any of the others. He cared for his family, his patrimony, and his people, and he would bless her for her feeble attempts to help his people. “I want to see him,” she insisted.

Rand carried her to the grand salon and set her on her feet. The odor of camphor permeated the air. The coffin stood in the center of the large room, drawing one’s eye with the magnificence of the carvings and the sheen of the dark wood. It was decorated with wild-flowers, some set in a magnificent arrangement, others woven into small, wobbly looking wreaths.

The lid was not open.

Rand watched the coffin with dry eyes and a brooding anger. “We have to bury him this afternoon. We can’t wait any longer, and the body…the body was so injured…”

She interrupted him, trying to divert him from his grief. “I’d like to sit.”

Chairs stood around the coffin for the mourners who wished to pay their respects, and Rand took the one nearest the door.


Sylvan didn’t want to face the reality. As with all the deaths she’d seen, there existed in her no resignation. When she thought of Garth, she thought of a man who’d worked for the good of his people. To think that one of those people had killed him was beyond Sylvan’s comprehension. She wanted to shout, “No!” and to demand that Garth rise and take his proper place once more.

As she moved forward to touch the coffin, she almost tripped on a woman’s figure, dressed in widow’s weeds, prostrate on the floor in front of the coffin. Had the Malkins hired a professional mourner to take the place of Garth’s wife? But no, real sobs shook the woman, and Sylvan knelt on the floor beside her and touched her shoulder. Betty turned to face her.

Sylvan froze in shock.

Coming to her knees, Betty took Sylvan’s unresisting hand and pressed a kiss on it. In a voice made hoarse by unceasing tears, she said, “Thank you for coming to pay your respects.” She took a quivering breath. “It gives me comfort to know you are here.”

A widow’s speech, Sylvan realized, from the woman who considered herself Garth’s widow. No wonder Garth Malkin, duke of Clairmont, had never married. He had loved his housekeeper.

Betty chuckled with soggy amusement. “You look so confused, miss.”

“I don’t think I’m confused,” Sylvan answered. “I think I see things clearly for the first time.”

“Likely that’s so.” Sobering, Betty touched the coffin with a trembling hand. Her voice broke repeatedly as she said, “He would have cast…propriety to the wind, would His Grace, but I refused to marry him.” Her fingers clutched the curve of wood so tightly her knuckles turned white. “One of us had to do what was proper.”


A waste, Sylvan thought. Such a waste. “It was proper to live with him, but not be his wife?”

“Now don’t you start, miss.” Betty pushed the black veil off her face. Her shiny pink skin looked blotchy, her dull eyes drooped. “He wasn’t a big one for society, but if he’d married me, I’d have been as out of place as a fish trying to fly. The ton would have cut me, and he’d have had to defend me.” She took a quivering breath. “It would have been just awful. You know, miss. Just like those so-called gentlemen and ladies tried to do with you on your wedding day, but you know how to act the lady and confound them, and I do not.”

It was true. Betty comprehended her situation and understood her limitations. “But it’s such a shame!” Sylvan cried, rebelling at the injustice.

“I had many good years with him. He’s been my love since I was a lass, and I’m glad for the time we had.” She stroked the coffin. “Well, he’s dead now. Appearances no longer matter, and I can mourn him openly. If the ton gossips, it’ll hurt no one now. Not even Gail. She’s so sure of herself, she’s a lady already.”

“Gail.” So Gail was Garth’s daughter. Not James’s, and certainly not Rand’s. She turned and looked at him, and found him gazing straight at her. She had wanted to think Gail was Rand’s daughter because it had been her way to prick at the growing balloon of her attraction to him, and it had amused him to watch her flounder toward the truth. Then the object of her thoughts stumbled into the room; a small, thin, painfully dejected girl who had just lost her father, and Rand took her in his arms and comforted her.

Gail was his daughter now.

 


Although tiredness weighed on her, Sylvan couldn’t sleep. Too many worries preyed on her peace. Through the bright afternoon, the death knell rang out and she counted each dull clang. When the bell stopped, she lay back on her pillow, stared at the fire Bernadette had built, and thought about Gail. The child had been happy and carefree, the daughter of love if not matrimony, and her sense of security had exploded with the mill. She still had Betty, she still had Rand, she still had Lady Emmie and Aunt Adela, but she would never again bask in the arrogant carelessness of childhood.

Could she help Gail? Sylvan thought she could, for even with all her legitimacy, she had never had her father’s love or approval. The quake that had just destroyed Gail’s world had shaken Sylvan throughout her life; perhaps she could guide Gail around the looming obstacles.

A board outside the door creaked, and she shivered with a chill that came from deep inside.

If the ghost only walked when there was trouble afoot, he’d done so with good reason this time. Danger had lurked in the halls and on the estate of Clairmont Court. Danger still lurked, as far as she knew, for no culprit had been seized in connection with the explosion of the mill. She didn’t really know what Rand had discovered these last few days—not much, she supposed, when he had spent so much time assisting her. But would Rand have considered confiding in her if he had discovered something? She wasn’t part of the family, not really, and she was a woman. Men frequently thought women should be shielded from the reality of life—which was another way of saying they thought them too stupid to withstand life’s harshness.

Again she heard a noise outside the door. A jingling or ringing, like sleigh bells. She looked at the bright sunlight that warmed a long rectangle on the floor and thought, How foolish to be afraid of a ghost in the afternoon.

Stupid to be afraid of a ghost who had done her such a favor, too. If he hadn’t lured her from her room on the night before her wedding, she’d have been hurt, perhaps badly, by a sham ghost. By the person who even now lurked outside her bedchamber?

Silently she slipped from the bed, and shivering, she crept to the door. Opening it just a crack, she looked out into the hall.

A new table stood against the opposite wall, draped in a tablecloth that hung almost to the floor on the sides, and beneath it sat Jasper. He held a ring of keys and sorted through them one by one. Occasionally one clinked against the other, and he jumped. Then the keys made the jingling sound she’d heard, and he moved the edge of the tablecloth to peek guiltily down the hall.

Carefully shutting the door, Sylvan leaned on it. What was Jasper doing? She’d never seen anyone behave as oddly as Rand’s coachman and body servant, and she hoped he hadn’t gone quite mad. In fact—she gulped—she hoped that guilt hadn’t driven him insane. She had suggested him as the sham ghost once before, but she hadn’t really believed it. Jasper had seemed so normal, but when she thought about it, he had had the opportunity to attack those women, and her, too. He’d been assisting the mechanic when the steam engine exploded, and although Stanwood had died, Jasper had not sustained a single scratch. Was he lurking outside her door waiting for the proper moment to murder her? Or was he part of a team who planned to…to what? Sylvan still didn’t understand what the madman hoped to accomplish with his vicious attacks on the women and his destruction of the mill.

Hearing voices in the hall, she leaned her ear to the door. She could hear the rumble of men’s voices, then the doorknob twisted and the door began to move. She braced herself against it, and she heard a grunt from the other side, but the pressure didn’t ease. Her feet slid inexorably on the smooth floor until the door opened completely and Rand poked his head around. “Sylvan! What are you doing?”

The voices in the hall took on new meaning, as did Jasper’s unusual behavior. Had Rand asked him to guard her? Seeing Rand’s puzzlement, it seemed a logical conclusion. Smiling with false good cheer, she stepped away from the door. “Sleepwalking.”

Rand moved into the room. His eyes were red-rimmed, and he still wore the formal knee breeches, white stockings, and black pumps that a funeral required. However, he’d removed his black coat and waistcoat, and his cravat hung loosely around his neck. The starch in his white shirt had failed, and his informal appearance was explained when he let someone—Jasper, she supposed—toss in a pile of bags. To her, he said, “You should be in bed. You’re obviously overtired.” Her white nightgown might be modest in its sweep from neck to toes, but Rand’s worried frown lightened at the sight. “No, Jasper.” He held up his hand to his manservant who still stood in the hall. “I’ll unpack.”

She sprang toward the bed and scampered beneath the blankets as he shut the door. “What are you doing here?” she asked brightly.

“Moving in.”

The pile of bags gained new significance, and she eyed them with foreboding as she tucked the sheets tight under her armpits. “Already?”


If anything, he looked taken aback. “Already?”

“Well, it’s just so soon after…”

To her surprise, he gave her a wobbly grin. “After Garth’s funeral? I assure you, Sylvan, Garth had an earthy nature. In fact, I wouldn’t doubt that my crafty brother…had marriage in mind the first time he met you.” His voice sounded thick with tears; obviously, he wasn’t as composed as he appeared. “Let me assure you, if he were here, he would have carried the bags in for me, regardless of the grievous circumstances.” He hesitated, then said delicately, “I looked for you first in the duke’s chambers.”

Her toes curled as she pulled her knees closer to her chest and tucked the skirt of her nightgown around her toes. “I like this room better.”

“It’s very nice,” he said politely, and did not point out that it scarcely compared to the grandeur of the duke’s apartment. “However, if you are avoiding me, let me relieve your mind.” Opening one carpetbag, he began to unload bottles onto her table with false briskness. “You don’t need to feel you must perform your conjugal duties now. I would prefer to have a bride who doesn’t doze off during the initiation.”

“It’s not that,” she protested, knowing it to be the truth. “I’ll have to move there someday, but not today.”

He looked at her inquiringly.

Stumbling, she tried to explain. “Not when it seems the bed still bears the warmth of Garth’s body, and the scent of Betty’s love still lingers among the linens.”

Rand stared at her for one more moment, then tears sprang to his eyes and he returned to his work with the feverish intensity of one driven. “I hadn’t thought of that. You’re right, of course.” He wiped his cheek across his shoulder. “At the funeral, Betty bore herself with all the dignity of the finest lady, and James…poor James.” Rand sighed. “I’m afraid his guilt has placed him beyond consoling.”

“Guilt?”

“At the many fights he and Garth indulged in.”

She didn’t answer, but wondered if James…

Rand reached the bed before she realized and lifted her chin. His blaze of indignation had dried his eyes, and he said, “I know what you’re thinking, and I want you to stop. James didn’t sabotage the mill. He’s our cousin, for God’s sake.”

“But the guilt—”

“If you’re going to use guilt as a gauge, the culprit is standing before you. I’m guiltier than anyone. I didn’t help Garth with the mill, and if I’d just seen beyond my own problems, perhaps I could have discovered whether the source of my problems and the source of Garth’s was the same. I think he must be, so don’t judge me or my people.”

A scathing rejection, and one she supposed she deserved. She wasn’t one of his people, and she leaned back with a sigh and closed her eyes.

He noted the weariness that tugged at her sweet mouth and the lines where dimples had once resided. He had done this to her; he and the riddles at Clairmont Court and his own volatile reactions. He tried to relieve the burden of responsibility from her. He wanted her to stop worrying, yet here she was, awake and restless, observing him as he wrestled with his sorrow and, no doubt, wrestled with her own. “Have you slept at all?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

She tugged the blankets closer around her chin. “I’m cold and I’m…well, it just seems I can’t shut off my mind. Every time I close my eyes, I see the women, suffering, and I just can’t”—her eyes popped open—“sleep.”

He knew of a cure for insomnia, and a salve for their grief. It was an attestation to the spirit, a consummation of their marriage, and, in a sense, a toast to Garth and the pleasure he seized in life. Rand trembled with the need to lift the blankets and slip between Sylvan’s legs. Her delicate appearance restrained him, and he wondered if he would be the worst sort of cad to help her in that manner. Then, drawn by an irresistible force, his hand reached out and he smoothed the hair off her forehead and away from her ears. She turned her head toward his touch. His hand slipped behind her neck, and when his fingers massaged a strained spot, she moaned. “You want to sleep?”

She nodded.

“I can help you.” He withdrew his hands and walked to the table. He searched among the scattered bottles until he found the one he wanted. Going to the fire, he set it where it would acquire the warmth, and laid enough wood on the grate to last for hours. Then, taking the warmed bottle, he returned to the bed to find her watching him warily. She was no fool, his Sylvan, and her suspicion seemed appropriate, considering her virgin state and his intentions. He asked, “Do you believe in me?”

She hesitated.

“When I could only walk in my sleep and women were hurt on those nights, you believed in me so much you forced me to believe in myself. Has that changed?”

“No. No, I believe in you.”

Her gaze clung to his with the sorrow of a pet caught in a poacher’s trap. She needed him to rescue her and heal her wounds, and he needed her just as badly. Stripping the blankets away, he sat by her feet, and she bounded up. He pressed her down to the pillows with his hand on her shoulders. “You have to relax.”

“I am.”

He grinned and wished he could strip away the nightgown that covered so well and tantalized so much. He poured a bit of oil into his palm. The citrus scent incited him, and he waved the bottle in her direction. “This one smells good, but I’ve got some rose oil over there. Would you rather have that?”

“No. This is fine.”

“You didn’t even smell it.”

“I’m sure it’s fine.”

Rubbing his hands together, he picked up her foot. She jerked away reflexively. “You’re not relaxing,” he rebuked.

“I’ll try harder,” she promised, and stretched her arms out stiffly and clenched her hands into fists by her side.

She was as tight as the cotton thread the women had spun on the machines and just as likely to snap.

This was going to be harder than he thought.

In a soothing tone, he said, “You liked this last time. Remember?” Starting with her toes, he rubbed with a firm touch and slowly, gradually, she relaxed. He extended his range, rubbing the arch of her foot, the point of her heel.

Each time he changed position, she tensed, and at last she said, “I don’t think I can bear this.”

He touched the callus on every toe and the pad of skin that cushioned her heel, and said, “Any woman who has earned calluses like this can bear anything.” He started again, manipulating the tiny bones of her toes and the rough texture of her sole, and this time she relaxed completely.

That was it; the most important part. He had touched her, stroked her, accustomed her to his hands on her, and now he could move on. Move up. Again he wet his hands with the oil, then laid his hands on her ankles. She didn’t jump quite so completely this time. Her gaze didn’t cling to him quite so anxiously, and as he worked the joints, her breathing began to deepen. Casually he worked up her calves, pushing the prim nightgown ahead of him. She watched him from beneath heavy lids, and he couldn’t decide if she was suspicious or tired, so he rolled her onto her stomach.

She tried to sit up, but he placed his hand on her back and pushed her down onto the mattress. “Relax,” he said. “Believe.”

She took a big breath when he slid her nightgown up, then a bigger one when he slid it all the way up to her shoulders. “Take it off,” he whispered, easing it over her head. She let him strip her, although she trembled.

“You are so lovely.” From the dimples at the base of her spine to the coil of hair at her neck, he worshiped her. He wanted her.

Damn! He wished that he’d undressed before he started, but how did a man casually remove his clothes with a terrified woman watching him? Now that she was no longer terrified, he had to try to slip out of his garments without breaking the spell.

He ripped the fasteners off his breeches, dropped his shoes off the edge of the bed, and skimmed out of everything that covered him below the waist.

The shirt could wait.

Climbing onto the bed, he trickled oil in a thin stream down her spine, then straddled her, taking care not to touch her with his body.

Not yet.

He smoothed the oil across her skin, rubbing the tightness from her neck. Lubricated by the fragrant oil, his hands slipped across her shoulder blades, then his fingers kneaded each sinew and muscle in her back and arms. Anxiety that had held her tight when he started now eased, and he asked, “What do you think?”

In a halting voice, she said, “Troubles are dripping from my fingertips.”

He laughed softly. She had a funny way of saying it, but he knew it was true. Troubles were dripping from her fingertips, and relaxation had drifted in to replace it.

So drowned in tranquillity was she that when Rand twisted her onto her back, she made no move to cover herself. Exposed to his gaze in the bright daylight, she lay as he placed her: arms swung out from her side and legs slightly parted. Beauty was there, and something he had scarcely hoped to win: trust was there, too.

Staring at her, Rand shook with suppressed passion. His woman was prone before him, plucked of all her feathers like a bird at a feast. All except the fanciest ones, and they waved with silken splendor. His eyes burned and possessive fervor knotted his stomach, but the dependence implicit in her supine form kept him from taking her as she drifted.

He ripped off his shirt and rubbed it over his chest. He’d broken a sweat, not from the exertion of massage, but from looking, wanting, and restraining himself. Tossing the shirt aside, he proceeded with the tortuous ascent of her body. He manipulated her calves, her sweet and sensitive thighs. He massaged the firm wall of her stomach, her ribs. With both expert hands, he pulled and stretched her arms, rubbed the hollows around her collarbone, rotated her neck. His fingertips prowled her face until her tense jaw loosened and the worry wrinkles were obliterated.


Sylvan was only aware of her own body, not of the male body holding her down. Her soul hovered outside her body, floating freely above the scene on the bed. With no real care, she wondered how she would reenter the flesh. She experienced no desire to return to that earthly vessel, nor could she discern a thread connecting that soul with that body lying lax in a trance.

Then she perceived the lightest touch on her nipple and heat bloomed in the pit of her stomach. Warm oil lubricated her bosom, dispersed by Rand’s slick palms. Just grazing the tips with his callused thumbs, Rand forced her to inhale deeply and bring air into her lungs. Resurrected by the life-giving breath, Sylvan endured a tingle of perception along her atrophied nerves. The slow excitement built as he stroked over and over her sensitive breasts, stroked up to her throat and across her belly to her inner thigh, brushing aside her crumbled defenses, ending her innocent isolation.

In one glorious revelation, Sylvan traced the thread that hooked her soul into her flesh. It was her senses; her skin alive to every vibration, her nose quivering with the scent of male sweat and citrus, her ears attuned to the rasp of his breath and the crinkle of the pillow beneath her head.

“Sylvan.” Rand called her, and she opened her eyes to look on the stern face above hers; to see his miraculously nude body, all muscle and drawn sinew; to see his tanned hands as they caressed her white skin, bringing it to a fine-tuned anticipation. His knees were between her knees and he sat back on his heels to view her. “You are so beautiful.”

She wasn’t, she knew, but when he said it, why shouldn’t she believe?

When he met her gaze once more, his eyes were fierce blue slits. She hadn’t realized how thoroughly passion would heat him or how strong his will must be to restrain himself, but she realized now what would happen when he let it go. And he would let it go.

She tried to cover herself with her hands, but he soothed her distress with a whispered reassurance, then bent and put his mouth there. Nothing prepared her for the sweet shock. It was like flowers and candy, a flickering courtship; wet and slow and riveting. Centering her whole concentration on one tiny nub, his tongue wrung smothered cries from her chest as she arched up to meet him, then writhed away. She didn’t know what she wanted, but she called, “Please, please,” and Rand knew.

He knew. Sliding up, he rubbed her all over with his body. The oil lubricated them so each motion was redolent with pleasure. The heat built quickly. She heard herself making different noises now, like a kitten when it is hungry, and she couldn’t stop. He kissed her mouth. Her hands twitched, then rose to dab at his neck. He stretched. She grazed his shoulders. He sighed. She stroked his chest, then slowly, daringly, she lurched along his breastbone to his stomach.

Was she doing it right? She must be, because he said things that should have shocked her. Then he thrust himself into her hand, and that did shock her.

She tried to let go, but he liked it so much. She might not know much, but she knew that. He was slick, all over, and she was slick, too, and Rand said, “This is perfect. Put me where you want me.”

It was all so new, but she couldn’t pretend she didn’t know what he meant. Trying to be bold, she placed him and glanced up into his face. He was smiling at her, and he promised, “It’ll be easy.”

He nudged himself forward, entering her just a little, and her muscles tried to clamp down, but he uncorked the bottle of oil and poured it into his hands. She thought he would use it to ease his way, but instead he leaned back and rubbed it on her breasts.

Funny, to have him handle her with such care, as if she were precious. Funny, to have his touch on her nipples transmuted to a chill along her spine and a warmth deep inside. He rocked his hips to some yet unknown rhythm, entering her while his palms slid to her stomach and smoothed the skin. Entering her while too many sensations buffeted her and she didn’t know which to heed. “Talk to me,” he coaxed. “Tell me if you like this.”

Another distraction. He wanted her to talk. “I like it.”

“Which?”

She gasped at the pressure inside—the pressure he created, the pressure her own body manufactured.

“Do you like it when I do this?” He circled her hip bones. “Or this?” Taking her nipples, he pinched them hard between his thumb and forefinger.

At the same time, he plunged forward. She came off the bed with a squeal, not sure where she suffered the most and not sure if she’d been tricked or given a treat. “That hurt!”

He was trembling all over, and his forehead glistened with a fine sheen of perspiration. “Do you want to stop?”

She gaped at him, then considered. Her insides felt as if they’d been pinched, her nipples knew they’d been pinched, but the sensation was fading. Not as fast as she would like, but fading.

And he was suffering. He hadn’t taken a breath since he asked the question he now clearly regretted. Moving carefully, she edged herself back onto the pillows. “No.”

His chest rose and fell as he sucked in air. “Good. I’m glad we agree on such an important issue.”
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He’d spent the hours worrying about an act he’d finished too quickly. At least, he’d thought it was quickly. For Sylvan, it had lasted long enough to erase the sting of deflowering, and she’d fallen asleep with her hand over his heart and her head on his shoulder. He’d been rubbing her back and wishing she had had all the experience the ton had gossiped about, because once hadn’t been enough and probably never would be enough with Sylvan.

So in lieu of making love, he pulled on his rumpled clothes and waited for her to wake up so they could talk about making love. He’d tell her how well she’d done for a rank beginner. He closed his eyes. She had done very well for a rank beginner. In all his imaginings—and there had been quite a few—he’d never dared hope she would respond with such enthusiasm.

After he’d praised her, she’d tell him how magnificent he’d been…he hoped.


Of course he’d been magnificent. Hadn’t she spasmed and whimpered and moaned and—he twisted around, trying to see his own shoulders—scratched?

He looked toward the bed where she slept heavily, and grinned. God, married life was good.

A timid tap alerted him to the sound of voices in the hall, and he opened the door. Jasper leaned against the wall, glaring mightily at Betty, who held Sylvan’s maid by the arm.

“Sh. She’s asleep,” Rand warned them. Then, taking a look at the mutinous expression on Bernadette’s face, he said, “Thank you, but I don’t think Her Grace needs an abigail’s services right now.”

“That’s not why we’re here. We’re here to tell you something you should have been told when it happened.” Betty shook Bernadette. “Tell His Grace.”

Bernadette ducked her head. “Miss Sylvan—Her Grace—promised to tell him the night before the wedding. She even went to his room. Why do ye think she didn’t?”

“Because I saw His Grace after she left his room that night, and they hadn’t been discussing anything grim. Quite the opposite, if you ask me.” When Bernadette would have interrupted, Betty added, “And His Grace would have had her swaddled in cotton and wrapped in a ribbon these three days if he’d known.”

Rand had stiffened. “I know about the ghost. She did tell me he was in the hall outside her room.”

“And?” Bernadette stared and waited for more.

But what more? Rand realized now he’d been distracted that night and hadn’t asked all the questions he should. Now his servants were acting as if something had happened to Sylvan, something dreadful, and he did not know about it. Leaning forward, he urged, “Tell me, Bernadette.”


“I promised Her Grace I wouldn’t tell Lady Emmie and Lady Adela.” Bernadette bit her lip. “Betty, ye always told me I shouldn’t betray my lady’s confidence, no matter what the reason.”

Jasper interrupted. “I’ll tell him.”

Everyone turned to Jasper in surprise.

Jasper was morose with regret. “I was chasing after Her Grace, or I would have never missed him.”

“Missed who?” Rand stepped into the hall and shut the door behind him. “Chasing Her Grace where?”

“’Twas the night before yer wedding, and I was watching Miss Sylvan’s door.”

Rand began, “I thought you were with—”

“No!” Jasper put up his hand. “I wasn’t. I was watching Miss Sylvan’s door.” Bernadette was obviously salivating to know who Jasper might have been with, but Jasper paid her no attention.

“Why were you watching Miss Sylvan’s door?” Rand demanded.

“I feared for her.”

Jasper studiously avoided meeting Rand’s gaze, and Rand remembered his misgivings regarding Jasper. Misgivings without foundation, he assured himself, but misgivings nonetheless.

Jasper plodded along, his speech slow and deliberate. “It just seemed, after that attack on Loretta and Miss Sylvan, that there was reason for alarm. Someone doesn’t like Her Grace.”

“I know that.” Rand did know that, but the solemn expressions these servants wore warned him that knowing was not enough.

“I was watching Miss Sylvan’s door, and I admit, I was dozing a little. ’Twas the middle of the night, and I’d had little rest. But I swear to you, Miss Sylvan suddenly opens her door and starts down the hall toward the servants’ quarters, calling yer name, Yer Grace, and talking as if ye were right in front of her. Well, she was sleepwalking, of course, but I followed nonetheless.”

“I never heard her leave.” Bernadette excused herself to a frowning Betty.

“She led me on a merry chase,” Jasper continued. “Around the halls, all the while talking to ye, Lord Rand—I mean, Lord Clairmont—I mean, Yer Grace—”

“Lord Rand will do nicely,” Rand said, almost dancing with impatience.

“Aye, my lord.” Jasper was thoroughly tangled in the courtesies, but he took a look at Rand’s grimace and plunged ahead. “Miss Sylvan was trying to convince ye to go back to yer room.”

“Why didn’t you stop her?” Betty asked.

Jasper’s eyes shifted away, looking everywhere but at Rand. “I’ve some dealings with sleepwalkers, and I know ye’re not supposed to wake them as long as they’re not a danger to themselves.”

Slowly, Rand nodded, all the while thinking, Jasper had known about his walking. Jasper had kept his own counsel, but had he been trekking along after Rand the same way he’d followed Sylvan? Did he seek Garth’s death in a twisted desire to elevate Rand? Did this man who had been Rand’s faithful servant hide a vicious streak?

“Anyway, Miss Sylvan led us right back to her own hallway, and all of a sudden there’s a shriek and a dark-haired man dressed in sheets runs from her room. I chased after him, fast as I could, and followed him into the old part of the castle, and there I lost him.”

“How?” Rand shot the question at him, sure for just a moment that Jasper’s tale was nothing but a sham to hide his own involvement.


“There are rooms and rooms in there, as ye know, and the ghost knew better where to hide than I knew how to find him.” Jasper spread his hands in regret. “I’m sorry, Yer Grace.”

“So am I.” Sorry to hear the story, because Rand worried that Jasper had implicated himself. Turning away from him, Rand demanded, “What damage did he do?”

“He had a stick and beat on her bed,” Bernadette answered.

“He was looking for her, then?”

“I told her he was. She said she was going to tell ye.”

Bernadette obviously wanted no fault to rest on her shoulders, and Rand was not inclined to place it there. It was Sylvan who should have told him that she was in danger.

“Your Grace,” Betty said softly. “The ghost—”

Bernadette snorted. “’Twasn’t a ghost. ’Twas a man, Miss Sylvan said, and Miss Sylvan was right.”

“Of course it was a man, just as it was a man who vandalized the steam engine and killed my Garth.” Betty’s eyes shone brightly with tears, but her resolution could not be swayed. “But he’s not really a man, he’s a coward who does his work in the dark and preys on the helpless, and we’re going to get him.”

Putting his arm around her, Rand hugged her. “Betty, you’re an inspiration.”

“But I don’t want Miss Sylvan caught in the middle, and for some reason, this coward seems to hate her as much as he hated my…as much as he hated the late duke. She has to live, and Your Grace, this ghost-man was ready to do harm, for he beat on Bernadette.”

“Beat on her?”

“Show him, Bernie.”

Bernadette bared her arms, and there they were. Fading strips of yellow and green, mute testimony to inexplicable violence.

Betty said, “I fear Miss Sylvan is in danger.”

Rand wanted to shout in frustration, to fling himself at the people before him and command that they go back in time and do what should have been done. “But why? Why is this lunatic hunting Sylvan?”

“He didn’t go after her until after you’d decided she would marry you,” Betty said. “I think it’s all part and parcel of my Garth’s…death.” She had to stop and collect herself, and the others waited respectfully. “I think this killer wants to destroy the whole Malkin family.”

“Well, he’ll not have Sylvan.”

Rand must have been glowing with anger, for Jasper said feebly, “I’ve been watching.”

Oh, there’s comfort. “That’s not enough.” Restlessly, Rand paced the hall. For the first time in hours, he was aware of the pain in his legs and an ache in his back. The servants watched him and waited, like soldiers, for their orders. “Betty’s right. Sylvan has to be protected. She has to be safe, and I don’t know how to accomplish that here.” If anything, his fury rose higher. “I’m going to have to send her away.”

“You’re fooling yourself if you think she’ll go, Your Grace.” Betty smiled scornfully at Rand and his imaginary supremacy over his new wife. “Miss Sylvan’s not one to turn tail and run. If she were, she would have told you the story of the ghost before the wedding. Seems like it could have successfully delayed that wedding, and she was none too keen on marrying you.”

Did Betty have to rub his face in it? He tried to think how to remove Sylvan without a fight. “I’ll talk to her. She’s a reasonable woman. She’ll see my point.”


Jasper laughed once, sharply. “If she’s reasonable, she’s the first woman to so be.”

Bernadette whacked him on the arm. “Hey! There’s no need to be rude about Her Grace.”

With a sniff, Jasper said, “So ye think Her Grace will go at her husband’s bidding?”

A sinking feeling enveloped Rand as Betty and Bernadette exchanged glances. The jeopardy of this situation could not be dismissed because of Sylvan’s stubbornness. She had to go, or he would be shielding her when he should be searching for his brother’s killer. Firmly, he said, “Bernadette, pack Miss Sylvan’s things.”

“’Tis a good decision.” Jasper praised him.

Rand’s lips twisted at the irony of having his unmarried body servant approve his decision, and what did Jasper’s praise mean when weighed against Rand’s suspicions? But he said only, “She’s going to London to stay at her father’s house.”

“For how long, Your Grace?” Betty asked.

“For as long as it takes,” he answered. “We’ll trap our man before I allow her to return.”

 

“Your Grace, it’s time to rise and get ready to go.”

Gradually, Sylvan opened her eyes and looked into Betty’s face. Go? She had to go? She jerked herself erect. “The patients!”

Betty laid a hand on Sylvan’s shoulder. “No, Your Grace, the patients are all doing well. Your doctor’s here taking care of them, and a right good job he’s doing, too.”

“Oh.” Sylvan laid her hand on her pounding heart and subsided onto the pillows. “I remember.” Yes, Dr. Moreland had arrived on Rand’s request, and this morning, Sylvan was glad. She could rest, loll in bed, then rise and assist the doctor as he needed.

But why was Betty here? Sylvan said, “You shouldn’t be resuming your duties so soon after the…after the death of…”

“I know what you’re trying to say, Your Grace, but I cannot bear to sit and think.” Betty stared into space, then shook herself and bustled over to the porcelain pitcher. “I’ve got to work.”

“Surely you could spare yourself everything but the truly important duties,” Sylvan protested.

“There’s nothing more important than the health of the new duchess. ’Tis ten in the morning, and the carriage will be waiting for you in an hour.” Pouring a basin full of water, she handed it to Bernadette with a cloth and a towel. “Here’s your water. Best wash those cobwebs out of your eyes. You’ve slept more than the clock around!”

Sylvan held the sheet around her chest while Bernadette handed her a clean shift, then she dove under the covers and pulled them over her head. Surfacing, she asked, “Are we going away?”

“You are,” Betty agreed.

A smile tugged at Sylvan’s lips while she tried to imagine Rand’s plans. Were they taking a ride in the country? Were they going to visit London? Or were they—she scarcely dared to think it—were they going abroad, where they could spend time reveling in each other’s company, visiting ancient ruins, quoting poetry beneath a full moon…

She caught sight of Betty, saw the way the housekeeper wrung her hands inside her apron and how her eyes were rimmed in red, and realized how inappropriate her day-dreams were. Rand’s brother had just died, a murderer was on the rampage, and they were all in danger.


But she and Rand were married, and they could cure the cancer that threatened to kill them all. She knew it. Together, they were invincible. “Where’s Rand?”

Betty and Bernadette exchanged glances, and Bernadette muttered something that sounded like, “Hiding.”

Betty coughed and said, “His Grace discovered he had business elsewhere.”

That single phrase jerked Sylvan to attention. Business elsewhere. Her father had frequently had “business elsewhere,” especially when she’d displeased him.

But there was no way Rand could know the significance that phrase had for her, and anyway, she hadn’t displeased him. Had she?

Elaborately casual, she accepted the damp cloth from Bernadette and washed her face. “Where are we going so early in the morning?”

Betty folded her hands and smiled placidly. “His Grace thought you’d be pleased to visit your parents and inform them of your marriage in person.”

Sylvan jumped up so fast the basin went flying and Bernadette had an unexpected baptism. “What?”

“Visit your parents and…” Betty’s placid demeanor failed. “Miss Sylvan? Are you feeling well?”

Standing on the mattress, Sylvan shouted, “Alone?”

“That was his—”

“Where’s Rand?”

“I…he…”

Sylvan had seen guilt on a servant’s face before, and she recognized it on Betty’s now. Stalking across the bed, her feet sinking deep with each step, she articulated, “Where…is…His Grace? Where…is…my husband?”

Betty surrendered without a protest. “He’s at the mill, looking over the remains of the blast.”


“Get me dressed.” Sylvan jumped off the bed and landed so hard both her ankles tingled with the impact. “I’m going out there.”

 

Three walls of the mill remained largely intact. Some of the machinery had withstood the blast; some had withstood the collapse of the roof. If the explosion hadn’t torn the bearing wall out from under the roof beams, the damage would have been substantially less.

But what could he salvage from such a wreck? Rand stood in the middle of the floor and looked up into the sky. Garth would have known the answer. Rand did not. He didn’t know enough about manufacturing to make the right decisions, he didn’t know who had caused the explosion, and he didn’t know how to cure the ills of the estate.

His brother was dead, and all his dreams and plans had died with him. Rand was the duke now. He was responsible for the people on the estate, for the family fortune, and, most precariously, for the safety of his wife.

Picking his way through the rubble, he stepped outside into the sunshine and groaned.

The carriage was coming toward him full tilt, and he knew what it meant. Betty and Bernadette had agreed to try and send Sylvan away without seeing him—they seemed to lack faith in his ability to enforce his will with his new bride—and without offending her. Obviously, they’d failed, and she’d bullied Jasper into bringing her out here.

Now he wished he had done as he originally planned, and talked to her reasonably. Surely she would understand.

He groaned again when the carriage door opened and Sylvan tumbled out, holding her parasol before her as if it were a sword.

His heart almost failed him when she started toward him. Her blond hair stood up and danced with the wind. Her big eyes narrowed and sliced him to snippets. Crimson blotched her normally pale complexion over her cheekbones and at the end of her nose, and it crept up from the bodice of her frock.

This threatened to be a brawl, not a dignified confrontation between a man and his wife. He looked at her again. Between a man and his livid wife.

He had to take control at once, or he would have control over neither her, for she was plainly ready to destroy him, nor over himself, for he saw her passion and wanted to keep it close. When she was near enough to hear him, yet he was still out of range of the parasol, he said, “Sylvan, have you come to view the destruction?”

“I certainly have.” She stalked toward him, her gaze fixed on the vulnerable area of his body.

He walked away. “I haven’t been to the mill since the day of the explosion, and I had hoped my imagination created a chaos greater than the reality.” He gestured at the building. “Obviously, that is not the case.”

Sylvan glanced at the ruin, then slowed and stared with appalled fascination. “It is awful, isn’t it?”

Giving her a wide berth, Rand circled her. “I wonder at the lengths the killer is willing to go to destroy the Malkin family.”

She jerked her attention back to him. “You don’t know the motive for this.”

“No, I don’t,” he admitted. “It may be that he seeks the extermination of the Malkin family, or it might be the Malkin prosperity that he seeks to obliterate. In either case, God help any who get in his way.”


“That’s nonsense,” she said stoutly. “What reason would someone have for such malice?”

“Well, there’s James. He’s a frustrated, angry young man with a grudge against the mill, and he’s now second in line for the dukedom. There’s Aunt Adela, an ambitious woman who might do anything to advance her son.”

Her face flushed to a deeper crimson when she realized that he was throwing her list of suspects back in her face.

“There’s Vicar Donald, who is so dedicated to the word of the Lord, but not, I think, to the significance. And there’s Jasper, who—”

“Oh, shut up.”

Taking a chance, he got close enough to touch her. When she took no aggressive action, he grasped her shoulders and turned her to face him. “Sylvan, I don’t know why someone is after us. Maybe, sometime, one of us created a personal enemy. Maybe someone envies us our wealth or our influence. Maybe…maybe, I don’t know. But surely you can see you’d be safer—”

“Safer?” She watched him with narrowed eyes.

“Safer in your father’s house.”

She knocked his hands away. “I don’t care about my safety!” Stomping closer to the mill, she kicked one of the squared blocks that had formed the wall. He saw her miss a step as she experienced the pain. Then she tried to pretend it hadn’t happened, and raged, “I’m an independent woman. I’ve been taking care of myself for years. To have you try to protect me is an insult.”

“An insult.” Someone had been insulted by that statement, and he thought it was he.

“How can you even consider sending me away?” She strode back and forth in front of the mill; the destruction forming a backdrop for her beauty. “You have no reason to think anyone would harm me.”

“No.” Anger began to burn in him, slow and steady, but he held it off, and probed, “Is there any reason to think someone would harm you?”

She missed her step again, but not because she’d kicked anything. She missed it because of guilt. “No. No reason at all,” she said.

She refused to look at him, and his rage burst its bounds. She was lying to him. He’d planned on talking to her about the ghost-man who’d tried to attack her, but he had never imagined she would deliberately try to mislead him. And if she were telling him a falsehood now, what might she do in case of future attacks? Might she even now be hiding the truth about other assaults? “Damn you,” he burst out. “I can’t trust you at all.”

She turned with a flutter of skirts. “What are you saying?”

She had the audacity to look indignant, and he was glad. He knew why she was doing this. She wanted to stay, but her deception made the performance of his duty easier. “Blood will tell. Only a merchant’s daughter would make a scene about this.”

She froze. In a tiny voice, she asked, “About what?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

She actually staggered back. He hadn’t said anything. He’d asked a simple question in the surliest voice possible, and she’d placed her own interpretation on it.

“You’re sending me away”—the parasol fell in the dust—“because you’re ashamed of me?”

She might stoutly deny it, she might defy society’s precepts to hide it, but she was sensitive about being a merchant’s daughter—and he was sensitive about her getting killed. “Tell me something,” he said, “do you think my aunt Adela would have blessed my marriage to such a notorious woman if she had known I would recover?”

All the color fled her face, leaving her pasty with agony.

Rand took a step toward her before he remembered his mission, and stopped. He knew well how to act the part of a haughty duke, and he pressed his point. “Do you think Aunt Adela would have blessed my marriage to a merchant’s daughter if Aunt Adela had known I was destined to be the duke of Clairmont?”

It was a stupid question. No other person in the world thought as highly of the duke of Clairmont’s prestige; no doubt Aunt Adela had weighed the effect Sylvan’s entry would have on the family’s status and judged the ill effects negligible.

“Aunt Adela doesn’t want me?” She clenched her hands close against her waist. “Lady Emmie and James despise me?”

“What do you think?”

The wind blew, the morning lark sang, but through it all Rand could hear the harsh rasp of Sylvan’s breathing. Softly, he said, “There has never been an annulment in the Malkin family before.”

“No!” Sylvan screamed as if she had been stabbed. “You…by-blow. You…” Her hands bunched into fists, and she quivered like a cannon about to discharge. “If you despised me so much, why did you have to make me happy? Why did you have to encourage me, make me think you admired me, act like you liked me? You could have sent me away before you made me what the world thinks me—a stupid, wanton, stupid, incompetent, stupid…woman.” Picking up a dirt clod, she flung it at him, and it exploded on his chest. “You didn’t have to make me like you. You didn’t have to—”


To his horror, tears streaked her face. She wiped them, defiantly, leaving a muddy streak, then stooped and jerked clumps of grass and soil out of the earth. In a continuous battery, she flung them at him and they hit him, striking his face, his hair, his stomach. He made no attempt to defend himself. How could he? If this release made her feel better, he wanted it for her. She sobbed out loud as she hurled each clod, ugly sounds that must have torn at her throat and ripped at her guts.

They were ripping at his.

Just when he could stand it no longer, just when he was about to go to her and take her in his arms and assure her she meant the world to him, she stopped and stared.

She was no gift of the man-elf now, but a human woman wounded beyond recovery.

“Sylvan.” Rand held out his open hands.

“Get your annulment then. Last night didn’t mean anything to you. It didn’t mean anything to me, either. Just never, never come near me again.” She spit at his feet and ran to the carriage, and Jasper drove her out of Rand’s life.











15




Rand stared at Sir Ogden Miles, Sylvan’s father and his host. This was worse than James had suggested. “Sylvan won’t speak of our marriage?”

Sir Miles pressed his shoulders against the tall flat back of his chair and rubbed his palms over the knobs on the bare wooden arms. “Worse. When I questioned her, she denied all.”

“She denied our marriage?” Rand felt the clutch of his heart. “And you believed her?”

“Not at all.” The man looked nothing like his daughter. Tall and thin, with clear brown eyes and a thick head of white hair, he bore himself with a dignity that completely hid his shrewdness. “But my daughter is ever defiant, and I have not been able to enforce my paternal will since she was nine.”

“She didn’t tell of the events which took place at Clairmont Court two months ago?”

“She refused.”


“Why?” Rand shot at her father.

“I was about to ask the same thing of you,” Sir Miles returned. He had welcomed Rand into his lavish home with every expression of gentility. He had taken him into a sitting room decorated in the latest style, and his servants had appeared with a generous tea aimed at refreshing the weary traveler. Sir Miles had expressed his sympathy at the loss of Rand’s brother, yet didn’t dwell on the still-sore subject, and he waited until Rand had dusted the crumbs off his lap before pressing him for an explanation of the marriage and its aftermath.

Sir Miles knew of the wedding because the Malkin family had notified him, but he knew nothing else. Apparently, Sylvan’s wariness prohibited any disclosures on her part, although why this man inspired such prudence in his daughter, Rand could not comprehend. Now he rubbed his eyes wearily. “I don’t understand her at all.”

“That is in bearing with the confusion I have experienced since the day she was born.”

“She is truly a woman.” Rand chuckled and expected to share a moment of communion with Sylvan’s father.

Instead Sir Miles seemed stiffly unamused. “May her father inquire what caused this breach?”

Sinking against the back of the chair, Rand studied the toes of his shiny black boots. “I sent her away.”

“Why?”

“It was, I assure you, for her own safety.” Sir Miles expressed his dubiousness with a mere twitch of his brow, and Rand wondered if the man was always so skeptical or if Sylvan alone affected him in that manner. Rand asked, “Where is Sylvan?”

“I believe she has gone to spend a few days with one of her friends.” Sir Miles observed the effect of his pronouncement on Rand, then clarified unnecessarily, “One of her female friends. Lady Katherine Renfrew invited her to her country house for a week of frivolity.”

“Lady Kathy the Madcap?”

“Ah, you know her.”

Indeed Rand did, and thoroughly disapproved of Sylvan associating with such a woman. This, too, fitted in with the warning James had sent. James had gone to London after Garth’s death, not to spy on Sylvan, but to do what he wished—to talk politics, to go to Parliament, to practice being the important man he longed to be. James had done all that, but he’d heard rumors about Sylvan, too, and passed them on to Rand. Although Rand hadn’t believed them, he had seized the chance to come to London and to Sylvan.

Sir Miles seemed to discern more than Rand cared to say. “I spoke to Sylvan when she left, expressing my displeasure at her antics, but she has been in a state of manic activity since her return from Clairmont Court.” He templed his fingers and looked at them intently. “I did not understand why before.”

“Do you mean you understand why now?” Rand demanded.

Sir Miles inclined his head. “Not at all. My daughter and I have never reached accord except in one matter.”

“And what was that?”

“I make money. She spends it.” Reaching out, he rang the bell at his elbow. “I think perhaps we might wish to question my wife. Sylvan may have confided in her, although I find it hard to believe Lady Miles would be so unwise as to keep the truth from me.” A footman came in, Sir Miles directed him to summon Lady Miles, and Sir Miles turned back to Rand. “Allow me to offer my congratulations on your recovery from your unfortunate paralysis. Is there…any chance it will return?”


His delicate pause made Rand realize that Sir Miles might demand more from his son-in-law than a title and a fortune. Somehow Rand felt inadequate, a failure for allowing himself the weakness of paralysis. Yet he narrowed his eyes, swept his gaze down the spare figure of the merchant, and said coldly, “I don’t believe so.”

Sir Miles nodded and imitated the way Rand looked at him. Rand recognized the fact that Sir Miles was no stranger to intimidation or to the inflicting of it. Sir Miles must have sat opposite many a fine lord and listened while that lord begged for money or for an extension on a loan already given.

Sir Miles had become wealthy because of his recognition of opportunities, and a baron because of his discreet touch with usury.

Perhaps Rand could discern a reason for Sylvan’s rebellion against her father. But why was she rebelling against him, against Rand? Surely she could be brought to comprehend his reasons for sending her away so abruptly. Any woman as brave and clever as Sylvan would understand once her initial anguish had begun to fade.

The door behind him opened, and Sir Miles spoke. “Come in, Lady Miles, and meet Randolf Malkin, duke of Clairmont.”

Good manners brought Rand to his feet. Facing Lady Miles, he bowed and discovered that the same man-elf who had assembled Sylvan had also assembled her mother. Lady Miles was, perhaps, the original and was also, perhaps, the lovelier of the two. But her pale skin had probably not seen the sun in thirty years, and her fine green eyes appeared frightened. It gave him an uneasy feeling to see this older version of Sylvan shrink from him as if he were a beast. “Rand Malkin. At your service.” Rand tried one of his guaranteed engaging smiles and noted that it didn’t work. All of Lady Miles’s attention remained fixed on her husband.

“It would seem Sylvan has not told us the truth about her marriage. It would seem she has fulfilled my every desire and captured a fine old title,” Sir Miles said.

“Captured a fine old title?” Lady Miles frowned apologetically, as if she didn’t understand. “What do you mean?”

Rand took her hand and led her to the sofa. “He means that I have the honor of being your new son-in-law.”

Lady Miles stared at him in puzzlement. “But that is impossible. To be my son-in-law, you would have had to—”

“Marry our daughter,” Sir Miles intoned.

Lady Miles abruptly sat down, and she whispered, “Oh, no.”

What had Sylvan said to her mother? Rand wondered.

Sir Miles said, “I wonder why she denied it.”

Twisting the fringe on the shawl that ringed her shoulders, Lady Miles said, “I can’t begin to imagine.”

“Or did she just deny me the truth?”

Lady Miles cocked her head and stared at her husband for long minutes, then a trembling rose from her toes to the top of her carefully arranged topknot. “She didn’t tell me.”

“No?”

“She didn’t tell me.” The topknot quivered, loosening little wisps. “She really didn’t. I didn’t know.”

Rand could stand it no longer, and interrupted to reassure her and distract Sir Miles. “I think we can safely assume you didn’t know. However, I brought the marriage contracts for you to examine, Sir Miles. We drew them up swiftly, but I hope they find favor in your eyes.”


Drawing the contracts from his traveling bag, he presented them to Sir Miles. Sir Miles looked at them for a moment, then accepted them in his long, tapered fingers. “You drew them up in a hurry, you say?” His brown eyes bored into Rand. “Why was that, pray tell?”

Rand could have groaned. Of course, Sir Miles would seek the reasons behind such a hasty marriage. Seen through the eyes of the Malkin family, their ardor in the meadow had been embarrassing, but not ugly or lewd. Seen through Sir Miles’s eyes…

Staring directly at Sir Miles, Rand said, “When I at last convinced Sylvan to wed me, sir, I would allow no formality to impede our nuptials.”

Sir Miles placed the contracts on the table beside him. “I don’t need to look at these. I’m sure they’re more than adequate, considering the condition of the goods you bought. I’m only grateful you were willing to pay the price.”

Rand came to his feet, fists clenched. “You cold, despicable—”

A soft noise of anguish beside him brought him to a halt. Lady Miles was wringing her hands, her gaze sick with despair.

So Rand had a choice. If he followed his impulse to smash his fist into Sir Miles’s thin face until he obscured its lack of emotion, he would be gratified, but Lady Miles would suffer. It was a choice Sylvan must have faced many times in her life, and it had marked Sylvan.

And Sir Miles? He sat calmly, observing Rand as if he were a butterfly under glass. He had prodded Rand into action and now watched, interested in the results.

Carefully, Rand unbunched his fists. “I used to wonder how a young, unmarried woman came to Brussels as a guest of Hibbert’s. I begin to understand at last.”


Sir Miles’s gaze frosted over, and he might have been carved from ice. “As I said, Sylvan has not responded correctly to my guidance for years.”

“You held the purse strings and the moral responsibility for her reputation.”

“When I tightened the purse strings, she fled to her friend Hibbert, and as for responsibility—well, I gave her the best education, the best clothing, the best—” He seemed to realize that he was excusing himself, and he snapped, “You’re an impertinent young pup.”

“Oh, I think I’m old enough for you to accuse me of being a dog.” Rand mocked, but inside he fumed. In the Malkin clan, when one of the women strayed, every member of the family shouted and cursed, but they still cared, and the man culpable assumed his responsibilities.

Sir Miles cared nothing for Sylvan. She was nothing more than a china figure he’d bought to place on a shelf, and as each hairline crack developed in her perfect exterior, her value plunged.

No wonder Sylvan kept flinging herself off the shelf.

For the sake of Lady Miles, Rand felt he ought to stay and smooth the relationship with his new in-laws. But he doubted his own ability to maintain his temper, so he bowed and smiled at Lady Miles, trying to appear a model husband for her wayward daughter. “I’ll seek my wife at Lady Katherine Renfrew’s country home, then. I thank you for your assistance.”

He found himself on the top step of the mansion, clutching his hat and gloves and shaking with frustration—the same frustration that had walked with him every day since he’d sent Sylvan away.

Two months. No, more than two months, and not a single event had occurred on Clairmont Estate. Oh, there had been a few births, a few marriages, even one death, but nothing out of the ordinary.

Everyone in Malkinhampsted and at Clairmont Court had waited, breathless, for the next ghostly visitation, and nothing untoward had materialized. The ghost had disappeared.

Rand waited for it, wanted it to appear. He tried to imagine every possible motivation for the beatings of the women, for the attack on Sylvan, for the explosion of the mill. He refused to suspect the culprits Sylvan had suggested, yet at the same time, he kept his own counsel and did not consult James or Jasper. He made sure his womenfolk were guarded at all times, and he frequently slipped from the house at night to exercise his legs to restore them to full use. He reasoned he might as well stand guard. He couldn’t sleep without Sylvan in his bed, anyway.

Yet all his preparations were for naught. The ghost had disappeared.

Of course, the village women didn’t go out walking alone at night. With the mill gone, they stayed home, preparing meals, caring for the children—and worrying about the crops their husbands tended.

It hadn’t been a good time for him, and it hadn’t been a good time for his people.

At last, the inactivity had convinced him to come to London and bring his bride home again. He knew Sylvan would resist him. He kept his shirt unwashed—the one she’d thrown dirt at. It reminded him not to expect too much from her in the way of civilized behavior. Yet his whole being sizzled when he remembered the night they’d spent together, and he knew that the feeling between them was anything but civilized. Tonight he planned to prove his dedication to her and to their marriage.


“Yer Grace?” His carriage stood before him, and the footman held the door. “Where shall I direct the driver?”

“Home, first. The town house.” Rand swung himself into the cramped quarters of the carriage. “Then we’ll be going to visit Lady Katherine Renfrew’s country house outside of London.”

The footman looked confused. “But Yer Grace—Lady Katherine Renfrew?”

“Absolutely. Lady Katherine may be vulgar, but at least I know she will welcome a visit from the duke of Clairmont, and she won’t object when I abduct one of her guests.” Rand waved an imperious hand. “Drive on.”

 

“You are the most vulgar woman in the country.” Sylvan was furious, staring at the spectacle Lady Katherine Renfrew had made of herself with her frizzed hair, her clownish makeup, and a gown so low-cut her nipples flashed when she bent over—and Lady Katherine found many occasions at her own ball to bend over. She would have served the wine if she thought it would give her a better chance to display her wares.

“I may be the most vulgar woman in the country,” Lady Katherine answered with a flush of fury, “but at least I’m not mincing around like some choir nun who’s never had a man.”

Sylvan opened her mouth, then shut it and blushed.

After all, she had had a man, and she’d been so defective he’d sent her away the very next day.

“Well might you blush.” Without pause, Lady Katherine smiled over Sylvan’s shoulder and wiggled her fingers at one of her guests. “With your reputation, darling, you ought to be grateful to have men like Lord Hawthorne and Sir Sagan after you.”


“They’re not after me. They’re pleasant young men.”

Lady Katherine ignored Sylvan’s protestation. “Not to mention Lord Holyfeld.”

Sylvan shuddered. “He’s a slug.”

“He’s an earl.”

“Then you take him.”

“He doesn’t want me, darling. He wants you, and I’m afraid I have to insist that you be polite to him.” Lady Katherine trailed her long nails down her neckline. “After all, you are my guest.”

As Lady Katherine sauntered away, Sylvan drew the curtains over the alcove where she hid and muttered, “Not for long.” When Lady Katherine had invited her to this house party, Sylvan accepted without interest. She didn’t care where she went or what she did. For two months, she’d been intent on proving her reputation was just as awful as gossip had made it. She waltzed when she shouldn’t, laughed too loudly, offended the matrons, and flirted with the men. After all, why not? She’d proved to the one man who mattered she wasn’t a whore, and he treated her like one anyway.

But Rand wasn’t the one man who mattered, she reminded herself. Rand was nothing to her. She just didn’t like having men leer at her, nor did she like having her hostess urge her to encourage Lord Holyfeld. It had been a very unpleasant scene when Sylvan discovered he couldn’t keep his hands to himself.

She was taking her servants and leaving this place. She didn’t want to go back to her father’s house; one of the reasons she’d cleaved to Lady Katherine was because Lady Katherine fit the criteria for Sir Miles’s disapproval. If Sylvan returned in the middle of the night, his unspoken “I told you so” would echo through the chilly halls. Nevertheless, it seemed safer to face the highwaymen who populated the road to London than to stay in this place where the second-rate nobility danced and drank and crept into each other’s bedchambers.

With her resolution firmly in mind, she stepped into the ballroom. Scornfully, she swept the company with her gaze. They appeared to be no different than the best of the ton during the height of the London season—except when she looked closely. Then she saw the silly affectations of the men, their bright-colored coats and the too-high shirt collars. Then she saw the ladies’ ankles as they kicked them up during a stately dance. Then she saw Rand, standing at the entrance to the room and speaking to Lady Katherine.

Rand. That scurrilous bounder.

She whisked back into the alcove, pressed herself against the wall, and held her hand to her throat. What was he doing here? Had he decided to lower himself to visit Lady Katherine’s in hopes of finding a lady friend?

Thoughtfully, she considered ripping his heart out.

Did he have business with one of the gentlemen?

She wasn’t her father’s daughter for nothing. She could undermine him somehow.

Had he come to find her?

The blood in her veins surged with the force of a storm on the sea.

Stupid of her to think Rand would follow her here. He’d certainly been able to avoid finding her when she stayed at her father’s house. Stupid of her to hide from him, too. She tossed her head although no one could see her. If he had come here for her, he’d come for one reason and one reason only—to cajole her into the annulment he desired.

An annulment. She shut her eyes against the pain. An annulment. He wanted to pretend that night had never happened. He wanted to pretend he hadn’t taken her maidenhead or given her such piercing-sweet pleasure that she still dreamed of it. When he’d said that word on that day he sent her away, she’d been ready to kill him, to rip out his eyes and pluck out every hair on his head. She’d spit at him. Spit at him, and she wished she’d done worse.

No, she really didn’t want to see Rand again. Let their solicitors handle the legal details. Cautiously, she lifted the curtain to escape, and came face-to-face with Lady Katherine.

Lady Katherine purred like a lioness about to shred her prey. “There she is, Your Grace. I told you I could find her.”

“And you did.”

Rand stepped up and Lady Katherine moved a few feet away in one smooth, rapid transition—so rapid, in fact, that Sylvan wondered if Rand hadn’t pushed Lady Katherine out of the way.

Did discarded wives have to be courteous to their worthless husbands? Sylvan took note of Lady Katherine’s avid interest and supposed that they did. Better to be polite to Rand and escape this situation quickly than create gossip where she wanted none at all.

“What are you doing here?” Oh, that was polite.

“I’ve come for you.”

He smiled at her as if he thought she would jump into his arms.

If only he knew how desperately she had to fight her impulses—both her murderous impulses and her lustful impulses.

Lady Katherine peered around a big potted plant, watching them with ill-concealed interest, and Sylvan knew it was up to her to quash all rumors of enmity. “What’s the matter, Rand? Can’t you find another woman to spit on you?” That wouldn’t quash the rumors, but words kept leaping from her mouth like frogs from a lily pad.

He didn’t seem offended. “None that I’m interested in.”

He looked good. A little thinner, perhaps, with a watchful cast to his eyes, but she understood that. He’d been trying to catch his brother’s killer, so of course he’d be ever vigilant.

His voice sounded good, too, like the voice she always heard in her new dreams. The dreams that had replaced her nightmares and come on a regular basis to relieve her frustration. The dreams that ended with…well, she’d better not think about that now. Rand might read her expression and realize…His arm snaked out around her waist, and he drew her close.

“I had resolved to court you in a seemly manner, but when you look at me like that, all I can remember is the night and the bed and the massage that led to—”

A choking noise interrupted him, and for a moment Sylvan thought it was her own choking. But no, it was Lady Katherine, still hovering, still listening, and now shocked and thrilled with her unforeseen knowledge.

“Why don’t you take yourself off?” Rand asked, an edge in his tone.

Lady Katherine scuttled off, torn between exaltation at hearing some juicy gossip, and despair at being forced to leave.

“Now.” Rand circled Sylvan closer to the heat of his body. “We were discussing our mutual desire.”

“No, we weren’t.” She whirled out of his grasp and followed up with a swift jab to his stomach. While he clutched his midsection, she snapped, “We were discussing how repulsive you are to me.”

He looked up at her with surprise and with an admiration that rattled her. It took him a few moments to regain his breath, but not his wit. “If I’m repulsive to you, come away with me and prove it.”

“Oh, no.” He was a slimy worm, but his misplaced confidence made her chortle. “Very clever, Your Grace, but you’ll not trap me like that. I’m staying here.”

Stroking his chin, he stared at her. “Something is different. Your hair is longer. I like it like this, but I liked those little wispy bits that play peek-a-boo with the nape of your neck, too.”

She clapped her hand over her neck.

“It makes me want to kiss it.” He rearranged the wisps of hair that framed her face and she knocked his hand away. “I would have thought this place was repugnant to you.”

“Not at all. Lady Katherine Renfrew is my dearest friend, and I love all the people she invited to her home.”

He seemed to doubt her sincerity, especially when she grinned with maniacal brightness.

“I especially like the gentlemen.” His smile faded, and she could barely restrain a cheer.

“What gentlemen?”

“Lord Hawthorne and Sir Sagan are here.”

“Hawthorne and Sagan?” Rand was soothed. “They’re good men. Fought with them on the Continent. Haven’t seen them since we sent Nappy running with his tail between his legs.”

“They’ve been most attentive to me.”

“Shows they’re bright,” Rand conceded.

She tried again. “They’re courting me, so you don’t need to worry. You can get your annulment and I’ll be none the worse.”

“Ah.” Rand stirred uncomfortably, then gestured to the seat hidden deep in the alcove. “Perhaps we should talk.”


“Talk?” She batted her eyelashes in exaggerated regard. “About what, Your Grace?”

“About my reasons for suggesting an annulment.”

“I thought it was more in the line of a demand,” she said heatedly, then took a breath. “It’s not important.”

“Perhaps not to you, but to me.” Gently, he urged her to the seat, but she rejected him with her stance.

“You have your mother’s beauty,” he said.

“You’ve been there?”

“To your father’s house?” His gaze sharpened. “Of course.”

“You’ve been sneaking around behind my back?”

“I was looking for you. I wanted to explain why I really didn’t want an annulment. Where else would I go?”

“You saw them.” Her father, putrid with greed and manipulation, and her mother, ever wanting to conciliate. She had carefully concealed the scars of her upbringing, but if Rand had been their guest, then he knew too much about her.

She panicked. Rand had retracted his appeal for an annulment because he’d seen the impasse in her family, and he pitied her. Of all the things she wanted from him, pity was the last. “You really shouldn’t worry about me.” The sympathy in his gaze made her ill. “I have an earl who’s courting me.”

Rand’s chin jutted at a dangerous angle. “And who’s that?”

“Lord Holyfeld.”

Fury gleamed from Rand’s eyes, and he roared, “Holyfeld? I don’t think so, Your Grace. Why don’t you explain to your husband—”

“Beg pardon?” Lord Hawthorne stuck his head into the alcove and waved a dance card. “Miss Sylvan, I believe this is my dance.”


“Of course it is.” Sylvan evaded Rand and grabbed Hawthorne’s arm. “We’ll go now.”

Rising to his feet, Rand started after them, but a steely arm barred his path, and Sir Sagan stepped in front of him. “Are you bothering our Sylvan, Your Grace? Because your recent rise in status doesn’t matter. If Miss Sylvan doesn’t like you, and you persist in annoying her, we’ll be forced to twist your head off.”

Rand started to knock Sagan aside until he realized the arm that barred his path was Sagan’s only arm. The sleeve on his other side hung empty, its cuff neatly folded and pinned.

This man was picking a fight. For whatever reason, he felt strongly about Sylvan, and Rand stared at Sylvan’s form as she moved through the figures of the quadrille and wondered what was happening. Why wasn’t she throwing herself into his arms, forgiving him for his harsh words, and going with him to the nearest bed? Hadn’t she learned anything in the months they’d been apart?

He glared at Sagan as if he were at fault. Sagan stared right back, challenging him.

Sylvan should be here, defusing this ridiculous situation, rather than prancing around with Hawthorne. She was acting the same way she’d acted when he accused her of being a camp follower. “Hm.” He smoothed his chin. “She’s acting as if I’ve said something unforgivable.”

“Did you?” Sagan’s one fist bunched.

“Well, I didn’t mean it.”

Sagan grabbed Rand by the cravat, and Rand said, “She knows I didn’t mean it! She even knows why I said it.”

“Women are such odd creatures.” Sagan mocked him with his tone. “You insult them, and even if they know in their minds you were just being an unreasonable, bumptious, beastly, spoiled ass, they still need to believe with their hearts that they have your esteem.”

“Sylvan has my esteem!”

“It would appear she doesn’t believe it in her heart, old boy.” Shaking Rand a little, Sagan commanded, “Don’t interfere until she expresses her belief.”

He stepped back, leaving Rand reflective and agitated. Was Sylvan still hurt by their quarrel on the day she left? He had assumed that the longer she was gone from Clairmont Court, the more she would perceive the intelligence of his actions. Instead she seemed to think him the unreasonable, bumptious, beastly, spoiled ass which Sagan called him.

He examined Sagan again while adjusting his spoiled cravat. This was Sylvan’s companion, her champion as of old, and in the easy cant of a soldier, Rand said, “Hadn’t heard about your arm, Sagan. Waterloo?”

Sagan examined Rand in return, and when he was satisfied Rand contemplated no action, he answered. “Bit of a cannonball.” Shrugging, he made light of what surely was a harrowing experience.

“Tough luck.” Sagan wouldn’t have liked further commiseration, and Rand turned his gaze to the dance floor once more.

“Could have been worse.” Cautiously, Sagan removed his blockade from Rand’s path. When Rand didn’t move, he sought the object of Rand’s interest with his gaze.

“Hawthorne’s not much of a dancer anymore,” Rand observed.

“Can’t bend his leg,” Sagan said.

Rand began to discern a pattern. “Waterloo?”

“Lucky shot from a sniper.”

“Did you meet Sylvan at Waterloo?” It wasn’t a guess so much as a certainty.


“Miss Sylvan,” Sagan corrected gently. “And yes, we met her there. She found me on the battlefield, chased away some French looters who were just about to put an end to me, and got the doctor to me. Held me when they cut off my arm, too.” Sagan grinned. “Almost made it painless.”

Rand contained a shudder as he remembered Sylvan’s bravery during another amputation. It hadn’t been painless. It could never be painless, and Sagan hid a world of agony behind his jaunty smile. “Sylvan help Hawthorne, too?”

“Fever almost did him in. Might have, too, but Miss Sylvan kept bathing him with cool water. Stayed up all night with him, he says. Remembers her beautiful face hovering over his, telling him he couldn’t die. Says she’s an angel.”

“She was for me, too,” Rand said.

Sagan examined him from top to toe but clearly found no defect. Incredulously, he asked, “Wounded at Waterloo?”

“Couldn’t walk,” Rand allowed. “Sylvan got me on my feet.”

He again found Sagan’s hand tangled in the starched folds of his cravat. “Miss Sylvan,” Sagan insisted.

“Her Grace,” Rand retorted.

Confusion loosened Sagan’s grip. “Pardon?”

“Even before Sylvan got me on my feet, I married her.” Rand grinned at Sagan’s astonishment. “She’s my duchess, old man, so do you think you could let me go?”

“My apologies.” Sagan patted Rand’s rumpled cravat. “Can’t believe it. She never hinted…”

“She’s angry at me, and with reason,” Rand said. “But I’ve come to take her home, if she’ll have me.”

“We’ve been protecting her.” Sagan was getting over his amazement. “Didn’t seem to give a damn about her reputation. Took up with bad company. Well, you see.” Waving an encompassing hand, he glared reproachfully at Rand. “Where have you been?”

“Had a bit of a blow at Clairmont Court. Heard about it?”

“Your brother lost in a nasty accident, I believe. Dreadfully sorry.”

Rand nodded. “Thanks. Tough on my mother. Tough on all of us. Worse part is…” He hesitated. He hated to tell anyone his business, but he needed Sagan’s aid, and Sagan had a reputation for being closemouthed. “Keep a secret?”

“Of course.”

“Brother’s death wasn’t an accident. Had a madman loose on the estate.” The waltz was winding down, so Rand finished hastily. “After Sylvan, too, the bastard.”

“The bastard,” Sagan repeated in tones of wonderment. “Have you caught him?”

“Disappeared. No more problems. Want my wife home.”

“Better get her, then.” Sagan’s mouth had a grim cast to it. “Holyfeld’s giving her the easy eye, and he’s in need of funds which he thinks a marriage with her would provide.”

Sylvan was talking to Hawthorne, hanging on his sleeve, when Rand started toward her. “We’ll just have to make it clear she’s already claimed, then, won’t we?”

Sagan kept pace, muttering, “Hawthorne’ll need an explanation.”

The closer Rand got to Sylvan, the louder was the buzz of gossip. Lady Katherine had done her job well, and Rand hoped Sagan would finish it. Rand had come prepared to coax, to apologize, to give explanations to Sylvan in the humblest of spirits, but he hadn’t been prepared for her to play the “I’ve got another suitor” game. He could deal with Hawthorne and Sagan, especially now when he knew why they followed her like devoted dogs. Indeed, he probably owed them a debt of gratitude, for it sounded as if Sylvan had been playing a dangerous game. But the thought of handsome, decadent Holyfeld sniffing after Sylvan brought a chill that hardened Rand’s resolution.

Sylvan would go with him tonight. When they reached Hawthorne and Sylvan, Hawthorne stepped in front of Sylvan, but Rand called, “How unlike you, Sylvan, to hide behind a man.”

Sylvan made no attempt to step out. “Maybe I’m smarter than I used to be.”

“But not braver,” Rand answered.

“Now, look here, Clairmont,” Hawthorne began, but Sagan stopped him with a simple phrase.

“Clairmont is her husband.”

He hadn’t said it loudly, but it seemed to resound through the ballroom. The orchestra, in the process of beginning another tune, stuttered to a dissonant halt. The women stopped laughing, the men stopped grumbling. The gamblers in the card room came to the door, cards still clutched in their hands.

The earl of Holyfeld shouted, “What?” The dancers still on the floor fell away as he charged through. “What?”

Rand tingled with satisfaction as he faced the imperious Holyfeld. “The former Miss Sylvan Miles is now the duchess of Clairmont.”

His announcement brought Sylvan out from behind Hawthorne and face-to-face with Rand. “Not for long,” she said.

“What do you mean, not for long?” Holyfeld demanded, just as if he had the right.


“His Grace has graciously agreed to allow me an annulment.”

Sylvan’s voice had started out strong, but it faded at the last word and Rand thought that the walls of the ballroom itself leaned inward to hear it.

“An annulment?” Holyfeld’s glance flicked over Rand and he grinned viciously. “You didn’t expect to get untouched goods, did you?”

Sagan, Hawthorne, and Rand all jumped on Holyfeld at once. Rand threw the first punch, catching Holyfeld on the jaw and snapping his head around. Sagan caught him in the gut, and Hawthorne finished him off with a fist to the eye.

Holyfeld was still falling in a circle when Rand seized Sylvan’s fist and pried it open, then tangled his fingers with hers. Holding her hand aloft, he proclaimed, “Lady Sylvan was my virgin bride.”

Sylvan moaned. “Rand…” but the crowd parted without a sound as he hustled her toward the door.

“G’night,” Hawthorne called.

“G’luck,” Sagan added, and he sounded as if he thought Rand would need it.
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The Clairmont carriage boasted a matched pair of chestnuts, an armed footman to discourage highwaymen, and an accomplished coachman, a crest on the door and a duke who thrust Sylvan inside, then crowded her into the corner of the narrow seat and seemed to have no intention of allowing her any freedom.

His presumption infuriated her, and she struggled to free her hands and feet from the snare of her cloak. “I’m not going with you.”

He tapped the roof of the carriage and the horses sprang forward. “Aren’t you?”

He’d wrapped the cloak around her deliberately just to frustrate her. She was sure of it when she realized one side was wrapped over the other and the edge trapped beneath him. She jerked it loose and freed herself, but by then the horses were moving too swiftly. Inside the carriage the torches cast bright squares that grew long and thin, then faded altogether. She was trapped in the dark with a rogue husband.


Trapped, but not defeated. Gathering herself together, she shoved him with all her weight. “Sit on your own side,” she commanded rudely.

He shifted slightly. “There’s not much room.”

“Then sit across from me.”

“If I did that, I couldn’t hold your hand.”

“Good.”

“But I’m afraid of the dark.” His fingers groped for hers.

“Aren’t we all?” she muttered, moving her hand out of his way. Then she jumped and shrieked, for he fastened on her knee.

“I missed,” he said pitifully, but when she tried to pry his hand off, his fingers twisted and caught hers. He sighed. “Now I’m satisfied.”

She sat stiffly and waited for his next move, but nothing happened. Relaxing, he settled beside her. He held her hand, she noted, without a tremor. He didn’t speak, and after a moment, she considered her options. Their entwined fingers rested on the seat between them, wedged between their bodies and serving as a perfect divider. She could free her hand, but he’d no doubt find another part of her body to hold. She could remove his liver with a spoon, but she had no spoon. Or she could sit here, pretend she didn’t care, and grind her teeth down to their roots.

The silence that settled was thick in its intensity. It seemed part of the darkness inside and out, twins with the night of her soul. Anger and hurt fought a battle within her, and together they combined to strip her of pride and leave only anguish. There was nothing that could make her forget the way he’d ripped her that day outside the mill. He’d insulted her background, made it clear his family didn’t approve, and insinuated that one brief bedding was all the union he could bear.


And she sat here placidly holding his hand. It was a good thing her teeth were young and healthy, for her jaw was strong and the ride to London would take over an hour—if that was indeed where they were headed. She hated to be the first to break that silence, but she had to know. “Where are we going?”

“We’re going to our town house.”

“Our town house?”

“The town house of the duke and duchess of Clairmont.” He squeezed her fingers. “You and I. I’m the duke and you’re the duchess.”

“Temporarily,” she muttered, then said, “In London?”

“Yes, in London.”

“Leave me on my father’s doorstep, then.”

He chuckled and said nothing, as if her demand wasn’t consequential enough to require a reply.

“You can’t take me to your town house. This merchant’s daughter might dirty the atmosphere.”

He released her hand, and she was grimly satisfied until his arm slid around her shoulders and brought her close against him. “You’re not just a merchant’s daughter. You’re the savior of Waterloo and my wife.”

His voice sounded soft in her ear. His breath ruffled the hair at the nape of her neck. His body warmed her whether she wished it or not, and she rejected everything, all of him, all his phony comfort and his seductive comprehension. With the sharp point of her elbow wedged in his ribs, she said, “I’m the daughter of a merchant who extracted a barony from the regent in a rather hideous case of blackmail.”

“Did he?” Rand sounded entertained rather than shocked as he used his other hand to move her elbow to a place behind his back and trap it there. “Got his claws into Prinney, eh? What a scene that must have been.”


Speaking with precision, she said, “So I am not only the daughter of a merchant, but the daughter of a merchant without ethics.”

“I’ll not hold you responsible for your father’s methods of making money and gaining respectability.”

“That’s not what you said two months ago. Two months ago you said you were ashamed of me.”

“No, you said that.”

“Don’t play games with me! You said—”

“You said, ‘You’re sending me away because you’re ashamed of me?’ and when I didn’t answer you assumed the answer was yes.”

Silently, she reviewed their quarrel in her mind. He was right, the rat. She had jumped to an unsupported conclusion.

“I hadn’t previously realized what a fragile ego you have, darling. We’ll have to work at that.”

Was he sneering? Laughing at her? She wished she could see his face, the better to read his expression and perhaps to nail his ears to the wall. “I do know you said your Aunt Adela wouldn’t have approved our marriage if she’d known you were going to recover and inherit the title.”

“No person in the world comprehends the line of descent as well as Aunt Adela. She knew very well I was second in line to Garth, and she undoubtedly calculated the chances that you would be the duchess. If Aunt Adela had objected, believe me, she would have made it clear to you.”

It was the voice of reason speaking from out of the darkness, calming the turmoil that rocked her. Yet that same voice had ignited the turmoil and she didn’t understand what he wanted with her now. She’d spent two months telling herself she didn’t care, she didn’t want him, she could forget him, and now in the space of an hour he’d tempted her to wash away her fury in a flood of tears.

But the only place to cry was in his waistcoat, and Sylvan Miles didn’t blubber all over a man who didn’t want her.

“So.” Something touched her ear softly—his finger, she guessed, tracing the whorls. “Have I answered your every objection?”

She swatted at his hand as if it were a bothersome fly. “For what reason does it matter?”

“For this reason.”

His lips swooped, locating hers unerringly in the dark. It didn’t seem to matter that she sat strictly unresponsive under his persuasive mouth, he still feasted on her as if she were sweet marzipan. Indignation bubbled beneath her calm exterior, but she tried to keep her temper. If she didn’t, every word she longed to utter, every insult she longed to yell, would come frothing out in an incoherent mass. And she didn’t want him to realize how thoroughly the venom of his rejection had corroded her spirit.

Still, he didn’t stop. There wasn’t room in this carriage for anything more than kissing and embracing, but he opened the frogs on her cloak and kissed her bare shoulders. He moved back, and she thought perhaps he’d comprehended at last—she wasn’t interested. She didn’t want him to touch her. Her skin heated and her breath caught not because she liked his tongue lapping the edges of her bodice, but because she was angry.

Then she heard the crinkle of material. Straining, she tried to see what he was doing. Starlight barely illuminated him, and he was moving, but what…? Taking her hands, he put them around his neck and she discovered that he’d ripped off his cravat and removed his shirt.

“What are you doing?”


Laughter lit his voice. “I thought that was obvious.”

“Not to me.” She shoved at him, but he’d already proved himself an insensitive, uncaring brute, interested in nothing but his own pleasure. He didn’t budge. “Not here. Not now.”

Placing an arm on each side of her head, he asked, “When and where?”

“Not ever!” She tried to duck away from him, but his next words arrested her.

“I never thought of you as a perjurer,” he said thoughtfully.

“Perjurer?”

“You gave me your promise.”

Mystified and infuriated, she asked, “Do you mean our wedding vows?”

“There are those,” he agreed. “But no, this was a personal vow which you made to me.”

“A vow,” she repeated, searching her mind. “What vow?”

“The night before the wedding. Remember?”

A vague uneasiness nudged at her mind.

“We were discussing my incapacity, and you promised to acquiesce to all my conjugal demands.”

She remembered now. Of course, she remembered now. But—“You’re not crippled anymore!”

“I don’t remember that being an addendum to your vow.” With each word, he moved closer until his breath fanned her face.

She tried to jerk back, but there was nowhere to go. “But I promised you against my better judgment.”

“Circumstances have changed, haven’t they?”

But her vow had not, she could almost hear him add.

He waited to see what else she would say, but she was speechless. “Sylvan, you’re all I want.” He kissed her, long and lingeringly. “I haven’t slept, haven’t eaten.” Her ruffled cap sleeves slid down easily beneath his urging, and his palms skated along her skin in a slow, seductive slide. “Let me show you how much I need you.”

“This is unfair.” She tried to sound stern, but that was difficult when he cupped her breasts and his thumbs grazed her nipples.

“It’s more than fair. It’s magnificent.”

She didn’t want clever word games. She wanted to be left alone. She needed to be left alone—now, before she gave in and told him how she’d missed him. “I’m not going to mate with a man who wants an annulment.”

He sat back on the seat, giving her breathing room and somehow disappointing her. “There’s not going to be an annulment. There’s never going to be an annulment. And next time I send you away for your own safety—”

Tugging at her neckline, she said, “Oh, now there’s an excuse I hadn’t imagined.”

Her sarcasm should have made him defensive. Instead, it seemed to incense him, and for some reason, she felt defensive. Quietly, he asked, “Would you like to tell me about the ghost?”

Her mind skipped around, touching on her various thoughts and experiences with the ghost, and lighting, she feared, on the incident to which he referred. “The ghost?”

“Specifically, would you like to tell me about a visitation you received the night before our wedding?”

“When did you find out?” she asked, then cursed herself for sounding guilty.

“Not long after I helped you get to sleep on the day of Garth’s funeral.”

She winced.

Putting his hands on her waist, he drew her toward him until her face matched his and her chest rested against his. He said, “Perhaps you can explain how it came about that you neglected to tell me?”

“I meant to,” she said feebly. She stared straight ahead, able to see only the dim outline of his features but sure that should she look down, it would be perceived as an apology. Maybe even a sign of weakness.

“You lied to me the day I sent you away. I was going to talk to you about that attack, and you told me you were an independent woman. That to have me try to protect you was an insult.”

Had she wounded him with her easy dismissal of his protection? “I didn’t mean that in a hurtful way.”

“You said there was no reason to think anyone would harm you.”

“I didn’t want you to worry.”

His chest rose and fell beneath hers, his diaphragm laboring like an overworked bellows. Somehow that told her what he thought of her excuses, but his voice was genial when he spoke. “So we both have reason for anger, and we both have words we must forgive. But there are more important things to discuss.” He untied the bow at her back. “Like your promise to acquiesce to all my conjugal demands.”

She couldn’t think of a clever retort, although she desperately needed one to stop his onslaught. She blurted, “You never wrote or sent a message. You left me at my father’s house.”

Now his hand smoothed her gown down her spine. His palm came to rest on the cleft of her rump, and his fingers flexed like a cat’s. “I apologize for that, but in all fairness, you never told me everything about your father.”

“I don’t know how I could have missed it. And I did so want to impress you.” Sarcastically, she imitated her own confession. “’Lord Rand, my father is cold and manipulative and he has browbeaten my mother until she has not a spark of spirit. That’s the reason that I…” She paused, breathless with a sudden stab of pain. “Well, never mind.”

He didn’t say a word. He just kissed her mouth and rubbed his cheek against hers. His silent comprehension humiliated her. Taking advantage of his lax hold, she leaped back and seated herself opposite. Struggling to right the disorder of her clothing, she banged her elbows against the sides of the carriage and tried to speak coherently at the same time. “You may not have said I was too lowly for you, or that you wanted an annulment, but you implied that was the truth, and you let me believe it for two months.” Her voice gained strength.

“I didn’t mean it,” he said.

“I don’t care what you meant.”

“You are unreasonable.”

“You are detestable.”

“Sylvan.” He didn’t raise his voice, but she heard him too clearly. “I had to do it.”

Each breath hurt her, and her chest ached with a sensation that might have been the need to cry.

“To keep you safe.”

She released a quivering sigh.

His hands groped through the darkness and drew her back into his embrace. “I’m only a bumbling man. Please forgive me.”

An apology. From Rand. He wanted her to forgive him, and he sounded sincere. Maybe he was sincere. She couldn’t imagine that those three words—please forgive me—would ever pass his lips unless he was absolutely convinced that he was wrong.

But what if she was wrong? What if she forgave him and he once more trampled on her heart? For all his cajoling, he was still a nobleman and she was still a merchant’s daughter, and merchants’ daughters, and their hearts, had been fair game for centuries. She tested him. “Why? So you’ll feel better?”

“That’s what forgiveness is for. To make us both feel better.”

If she forgave him and he destroyed her once again, she would never recover. It would be the last burden she would bear. She would give up, crawl into her father’s house, and die.

The bleakness of that vision made her shudder, and he clasped her closer. “Sylvan, please. Don’t go away from me like this. Please, I’ll make you happy, I promise. Please, please forgive me.”

It was the catch in his voice that decided her. She would do it. She’d forgive him now and try to protect herself later. Some people would say that wasn’t forgiveness, but he’d never know what he lost. He’d never miss that part of herself she held in reserve.

He must have felt her body relax, for in adoring tones he murmured, “Sylvan.” He kissed her warmly, seeking passion with his lips and tongue and finding a stray tear. It embarrassed her, and to distract him, she caught his mouth with hers. It felt good to have human contact. Probably if she kissed anyone right now, she would enjoy it. Probably this upswelling of pleasure had nothing to do with Rand and everything to do with her loneliness. Probably…his lips moved on hers. He tucked her head into the crook of his elbow and leaned her back and kissed her more.

Probably it was Rand she wanted, and only Rand. She luxuriated in the smooth skin of his arms pressing against her back and stomach, in the closeness of their bodies. These kisses required nothing else. Desire was there, close but not demanding. It would grow, she knew, but right now she was content. Good thing, too, because the road was rutted, the carriage bounced, it was dark as a pit, they’d be in London soon, and the interior was too small for further activity.

“I want you.”

He said it firmly, and it stirred a bit of uneasiness in her. “Rand, you’re not planning…?” He lifted her and caught her nipple in his mouth, and cognition abandoned her.

She stiffened and moaned, and he whispered, “Do you want me, too?”

“Yes. Or rather…I can’t.”

“But you do.”

Her gown slithered all the way down, and she realized that somehow he had lifted her, kissed her senseless, and finished loosening her clothing all at the same time. The strength of his upper body, his ability to maneuver, surpassed that of other men. He manipulated her skillfully, and it irritated and thrilled her at the same time. “Whether I want you or not means nothing.”

“Perhaps it means nothing to you.” His hand stroked her thigh, her calf, then he freed her feet from the tangle of her petticoats and gown. “But it means everything to me.”

Then it occurred to her—except for her pantalettes and knee-high silk stockings, she was nude. She was traveling the London road in almost nothing, and all because she’d relaxed her guard around the man she’d married. She scrambled for a cover. His hands obstructed her. Without being deliberate, he kept her close and he kept her bare, and she finally cried, “What are you doing? We can’t—”

“Sh,” he warned. “The footmen might hear you.”

She snapped her mouth shut, then realized how ludicrous it was to wrestle in a carriage with her own husband. He was acting like a boy, too eager to wait and clever enough to get his own way. Once again, she recited the litany of reasons why they could not mate here. They were on the road, the interior was too small…

“Here,” he murmured, drawing her onto his lap. “Sit here.”

His trousers had disappeared! She gave a shriek of surprise, then clamped her mouth shut. “Rand! You can’t imagine that we’re going to…to…”

“Do it?” He chuckled warmly. “I’ve imagined nothing else.” His voice dipped into a deep moan. “Darling. Put your leg here. Like you’re riding a horse, and not sidesaddle.”

“Sidesaddle is all I know.”

“It’s time you learned something new.”

He pulled her knees close around his hips. She’d been warm before, but when his groin pressed against her, bare and intimate, the heat between them tripled. She could feel him, hot and long, thrusting, trying to find her center almost involuntarily while his hands roamed her body, reacquainting himself with each contour.

All the reasons that before seemed like impediments now incited her. The speed at which they hurdled through the night, the darkness which pressed around them, the servants close by—it all seemed wicked and wanton. It was like nothing she’d ever done before, combining the long-suppressed desire for Rand with a glorious sense of daring.

Should she give in? Should she give him what he wanted? If she did, he’d know for certain she couldn’t resist him. She’d know for certain she couldn’t resist him. She could conceive a child. He could have all he wished from her and reject her once more.


But, oh! His skillful fingers persuaded her well.

“Lift up,” he whispered. “Sylvan, lift up. Let me touch you here.”

Her fingers bit into his shoulders and she stifled a moan. He was good. He was very, very good. She already knew that, of course, but it seemed that familiarity did not breed contempt. It only bred more desire, more need.

In the dark, she could hide the love that shone from her when he stripped away her defenses. Yes, better here, in the dark, than in the town house in the light of the candles. Better here, knowing he would drop her off at her father’s afterward without seeing the pain of her disappointment.

“Are you ready?” He adjusted her, adjusted himself, and she felt the first nudge as he began to enter her. “Sylvan, please, tell me what you like.”

“This.” She pushed against him and he filled her. “And this.” She pushed up, then slid down again. He cupped her buttocks, helping her with the motion. She tried something new, moving with a swivel, and his groan joined hers as he reacted.

He bucked beneath her, thrusting deeper, touching something in the center of her being. The jostling of the carriage drove him deeper yet, and she desperately wanted to cry out. Instead she clamped her teeth over her lips and rose again and again. If the interior of the carriage was too small, she didn’t notice now. She didn’t notice the dark or the jolts or anything but Rand inside of her and the pleasure singing in her veins. She wanted it to go on forever. She wanted it to stop at once. It was too much and not enough, it was glorious and terrifying. All the emotions she had ever experienced roiled within her, coming close to an explosion.


He began a slow chant. “Sylvan. Give me more. Give me all.” He strained beneath her, as reckless and excited as she. “Let me hear you. Darling girl.” His movement became stronger. “Sylvan. Let me feel you.”

He seemed to think he was fighting a battle, that she was holding back, that she relished her current power too much to surrender and release. And maybe it was true.

But his patience had run out. He spread his legs beneath her and brought his hand up between them. Still thrusting, he touched the place where they joined, then above and below, and her control snapped.

She paused, hovering on the edge of delirium, then powerful convulsions rattled her. Each spasm brought him closer inside, and each movement inside forced another spasm. Sounds escaped her, but she could still hear, and Rand willfully encouraged her.

“A little more, darling. Move again. Again. You’re wonderful. You’re draining me. You’re”—his sensuality battered her as he strained toward his finish—“all I could ever want.”

Little thrills still ran through her. His hands still petted her, worshiping her with a kind of desperation. They came to rest, two souls who had traveled far to reach this destination, and Sylvan had no thought beyond the heaven of his scent, the closeness of his embrace. Then a light flashed through the window, and she stiffened.

“London.” He groaned. “Already?”

She sat up so fast he had to catch her before she tumbled backward. “Someone might see.”

“Won’t they be envious?”

His voice had a laugh in it, and she could have slapped him. “Your own servants are the most likely to discover us. Doesn’t that bother you?”


“If my servants don’t know what we were doing in here, they must have been deaf. Now sit still and let me find your gown.”

“Deaf?” Remembering the little screams that had escaped her, she covered her eyes with her hands. Then she brought them down and glared at his face touched by an occasional illumination. “My gown? What good is my gown going to be? It’s going to be wrinkled and—”

“And I’m afraid I’ve had my feet on it.” He held the crumpled mass in his hands and searched for the neck and sleeves, then assisted her as she pulled it on. Carefully, he moved her across to the other seat. “If you’ll allow me to dress myself, I’ll wrap you in your cloak. That’ll cover the worst of the damage and we can get you in the house without exposing you to any curious onlookers.” The laughter came back into his tone. “We can’t have the gossips chatting about how the new duke and duchess of Clairmont arrived at their London home.”

“The servants will talk.”

“Oh, probably.” The lights of London were coming more frequently now. Wealthy homes shone brightly, and in their light, she could see that his trousers were now buttoned and he’d pulled his shirt over his shoulders. But his collar and cravat had disappeared, and his shirt studs decorated the floor rather than his chest. They were a disreputable pair, and she had no business allowing him to take her into his house as if she belonged there.

She began, “You could drop me at—”

The cloak descended over her head like a great dark bat, smothering her speech. When he freed her, he fastened the frogs at her throat and said, “You are the duchess of Clairmont. Gossip can’t touch you. The Clairmont duchy has been held by the Malkin family since its founding, and no one—not even boorish old Prinney—can claim such a lofty status. In fact, you’ll undeniably find that we’ve set a fashion. I have no doubt that half of the London ton will perform coitus in their carriages tomorrow night.” He wrapped the cloak so tightly her arms were trapped once more. “Or try.”

His attitude annoyed her, and she snapped, “Is there anyone above me in the whole kingdom?”

“I hope to be.” He laughed. “Just as soon as we get inside.”

She blushed from the top of her knee-high stockings to the roots of her hair. “You can’t be serious.”

His hand touched her cheek as the carriage rattled to a halt. “Wait and see.”

The footman rapped on the side of the carriage. “May I open the door, Your Grace?”

Rand mocked Sylvan with a knowing grin. “You may.” London air rushed in and Rand leaped out at the same time, then he leaned back inside and gathered her in his arms.

She didn’t dare move for fear of revealing her dishabille, but she glared at him balefully. “I won’t do it.”

“But darling.” He ascended the stairs to the open front door and paused on the threshold, then swept inside. “Remember your vow.”
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Rand leaned over Sylvan as she stretched on the bed, and with a hand on each side of her head, he said, “Four more times.”

“What?” She blew the wisps of hair out of her eyes.

“Last night in the carriage, I wondered how many times I would have to pleasure you before your reserve broke enough that you could let me hear your enjoyment again.” She stared at him, wide-eyed with dismay, and he leaned forward to whisper in her ear. “Four more times.”

“It…I…” She struggled for coherence while he waited gravely. “Was I too loud?”

“Not at all. I liked those little moans.” He ran his finger over her slightly open lips. “I just wonder how many other barriers I have to break through before you’ll trust me to love you as you are.”

Her guilty gasp assured him he’d guessed right. When he started last night, he’d known there were depths and dark places that Sylvan did not want him to see, but he’d imagined his lovemaking would strip away her clothes and her inhibitions, and her mind would be revealed to him, too.

Wasn’t that the way it was supposed to work? Weren’t women supposed to be malleable in the hands of a gifted lover? Either he wasn’t a gifted lover—and her sated expression told him differently—or Sylvan feared to confide in him.

He couldn’t imagine why. She knew now why he’d sent her away so cruelly. True, the coldness of her father must have taught her caution in her dealings with others, but he didn’t want to be lumped in with others. He wanted to be the one to whom she gave herself whole-heartedly.

He smiled, but his lips had a tightness to them. “A few more barriers, it would seem. Why not give them up now?” Deliberately, he challenged her. “It would save us trouble, for I’ll win in the end.”

“I don’t know what you mean. I have no barriers erected.” She mouthed words of innocence, but her gaze shifted away from his and she looked around the chamber. “Goodness. We’ve made a mess.”

She must be desperate to distract him if she willingly mentioned their debaucheries of the night before. He had expected a little maidenly shyness. Instead she donned the disguise of a housewife. Leaning back from her, he adjusted his shirtsleeves and tucked the tails into his trousers while he reminded himself he could afford to wait for the barriers to tumble. Ramming them down didn’t work—he’d proved that last night. “It’s worse downstairs.”

“Oh. Yes, I suppose…” Her eyes lost their focus as she remembered, then she pulled the covers closer around her bare shoulders as if that would wipe her passion from the slate of his memory. “You shouldn’t have knocked that candelabra off the dining room table. It slid off and took the lace runner with everything on it.”

“I didn’t see it.” At that point, he hadn’t even seen the dining room table. “You had enchanted me.”

“Don’t blame me.”

“You kept enticing me.”

“I was trying to put on some clothes.”

“That’s what I mean. Enticing me.” While she was sputtering, he said, “We leave for Clairmont Court today.”

She stopped sputtering and lost color. “I don’t want to go back to Clairmont Court.”

Startled, he studied her. “Why not?”

“May I have a cup of tea?” she asked.

Nodding, he went to the door, called for the upstairs maid, and gave her order.

Distance, it seemed, gave Sylvan bravery, for she sat up and adjusted the sheet with becoming modesty. “You can go to Clairmont Court. That’s fine, now that I know you’re not going to annul our marriage. In fact, I appreciate your traveling to London to reassure me. But, la! I need to do some shopping, and have people to visit.”

She chattered nervously, and he wondered what that meant. Did Clairmont Court intimidate her? Did his family? “Are you frightened?”

Her hands clenched the blankets and she brought her knees close to her chest. “Frightened?”

“That this villain who killed my brother and sneaked into your room will succeed in hurting you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not—Yes! I am frightened of the ghost.”

She had interrupted herself. He was sure of it. So she wasn’t afraid of the man who masqueraded as a ghost, but she was afraid of something. “Sylvan, what is it?”


“I don’t want to be a victim of this madman. I do think I had best stay in London.”

“For the rest of our lives?”

Taking a corner of the sheet, she rubbed it on her forehead. To blot the perspiration? To ease the headache? Or to cover her face from him? “That’s not possible, is it? No, of course it’s not. But a few more months, or at least until the next season is over.”

“The next season won’t officially start until May and won’t be over until next summer. I had hoped to spend Christmas with my family.”

“You could do so,” she assured him. “I wouldn’t object.”

“We’re married, and now that we have all our problems solved”—such a jest!—“we’re going to stay together.” He took care to give the appearance of yielding. “I’ll stay in London with you. We can stay at your father’s house. Your father and I can further our acquaintance.”

“That would be—”

“And I’m sure you wish to help your mother.”

Abruptly, she abandoned her pretense, and with sadness and resolution said, “There’s no help for my mother. She won’t change. I had to face that years ago. But you’re right.” She stared him straight in the eye. “There’s nothing to be gained by avoiding Clairmont Court.”

“Then we’ll go home at once.”

“Yes.” She threw back the covers, giving him a brief glimpse of all that had captivated him the night before.

He gave her time to slip into a bed robe and the shield it afforded, and wrap it around herself before going to her.

She said, “I’m looking forward to seeing your family.”

She sounded so normal he almost believed her, but when he turned her in his arms he saw how she protected herself, and he felt as if he were chipping at a great stone of resistance that blocked his way to her. So he would retreat now and fight the battle later, on his own turf and on his own terms. “It will be an interesting journey.”

 

A homecoming.

“Stop!” Sylvan called. “Stop the gig right here.”

As if he’d been expecting it, Jasper brought the horse to a stop and slewed around in the seat.

“Let me out,” she commanded Rand, and he stepped out ahead of her and gave her his hand.

A homecoming.

She hadn’t expected to feel that way when she again laid foot on Clairmont land, but she did. Rand had arranged to have Jasper pick them up in the Stanhope gig, and just as he had the first time, Jasper examined her critically, finding fault. Just as she had the first time, her breath caught when they topped the first hill and she caught sight of the untamed panorama before her.

As always, the wind blew off the ocean. Autumn had only sweetened the air, and Sylvan took deep, healing breaths. She hadn’t wanted to come back. She hadn’t wanted to be where Rand had so bluntly pointed out her deficiencies. And she was afraid to face the women from the mill, to ask about their injuries and hear how badly she had bungled when she tried to cure them. She was afraid that, while on Rand’s estate, he would somehow discover the trail of blood that followed her all the way from Waterloo, and it would freshen his disgust for her. But right now none of it mattered, because she’d come home.

She didn’t have the right to feel that way, she told herself, but when Rand wrapped his arms around her waist, she leaned back against his chest.


The sea still extended into an eternity of blue haze and lofty gray clouds. The hills still jutted and tumbled. But the foliage had begun to change from tired green to brilliant red and gold. The grass stood high where the sheep had not grazed and a yellowish tinge touched the tops. Far in the distance, she could see squares of mature wheat and barley basking, first in sun, then in shadow as the clouds ripened and grew tall.

“Looks like we’ve got a bit of a blow coming in,” Jasper observed. “Ye’d best get in the gig, Lady Sylvan, or ye’ll end up drenched afore we get to the Court.”

Rand helped her up with an intimate hand on her hip, but he sounded distracted. “Is the corn in yet?”

“They’ve harvested on the sunnier slopes, and a few have started their regular fields, but most of the tenants say to give it a week. Waiting for the greatest weight in the heads, just like my da used to.” Jasper jerked his head at the cloud that billowed and massed offshore. “Farmers are all damn fools.”

“It’s a gamble,” Rand said. “It’s always a gamble.”

“Aye, and my da wondered why I’d rather serve ye than take over his land.” Jasper urged the horse forward. “Said I wasn’t free if I wasn’t a yeoman, but I say I’m a damn sight freer than a man who waits on the weather.”

A sudden cold puff of wind whipped Sylvan’s hat from her head, but before she could call for Jasper to stop and get it, Jasper cursed and Rand ordered, “Drive faster.”

“What’s wrong?” Sylvan asked. The wind had disappeared as rapidly as it had come, and the afternoon was still.

“Hail,” Jasper explained briefly. “There’s hail in that cloud.”

She looked again at the gray monster that was rapidly filling the horizon. “How do you know?”


Rude as ever, Jasper drove intently, ignoring her as he guided the horse at a trot along the winding road.

Rand answered her question. “That cold came off of ice. In the autumn here, there’s always a chance for a freak storm. Really, it doesn’t happen very often.” Lightning snaked out of the cloud, and he waited, counting, until the boom sounded. “Sixty miles away, Jasper.”

“Not far enough, Lord Rand. It’s moving fast.”

To Sylvan, Rand said, “They blow up quickly and leave just as quickly, but sometimes, if it’s the wrong time of year, they can destroy the corn.” He had a grim cast to his mouth as he watched the cloud move. “That’s the cash crop for the people of Malkinhampsted.”

“Will this destroy them?” Sylvan stared in horrified fascination as the lightning descended again, then again and again in rapid succession.

“It might go right over the top of us with a splash of rain.” Rand’s words spoke of hope, but his grieving tone told the true story.

The thunder sounded louder now, and the lightning now flashed continuously. The wind began to blow steadily, with gusts that brought drafts of freezing cold. Rand removed his wool greatcoat and pulled Sylvan close against him, then wrapped it around her as she huddled into a little ball. When she flinched against one particularly brilliant flash and boom, he pressed her head against his chest and tried to reassure her. “Maybe we can make it into Malkinhampsted before the storm hits.”

Jasper leaned forward and spoke, and the gig jerked as the horse broke into a gallop.

Sylvan cast her gaze upward. They weren’t going to make it, she realized. Nothing could outrun this cloud. A dark akin to the blackest night overtook them first, then the freezing rain hit them with a roar.


She cowered and Rand drew his greatcoat over her head just before the hail struck. The gig jerked to a stop; she peeked out and saw Jasper had disappeared, then a tiny ball of hail struck her forehead and she jerked the greatcoat over Rand’s head, too. “Where’s Jasper?” she yelled against the shriek of wind and the rattle of hailstones.

“Holding the horse so he won’t bolt.”

She couldn’t see Rand, but his voice sounded comfortingly close, and his lips grazed her cheek. “Won’t he be hurt?”

“He’s got a hard head.”

If she weren’t there, Rand would be out with Jasper, she knew. He only huddled under his coat to take care of his silly little wife. He’d been most solicitous during their journey from London, and it bothered her to think he had seen what she sought to hide. But the knowledge she’d gained of men from her father told her that if she put on a good face, Rand would eventually be lulled into forgetting her past.

She could act like such a demure lady he would forget she’d been a merchant’s daughter and a nurse. Men didn’t care about another’s misery; they only wanted everything to go their way.

The lightning flashed so brightly she saw it under the coat with her eyes closed, and the thunder obscured her cry of dismay. Right now she didn’t care that Rand should be outside with his man and his horse. It was selfish, but she didn’t want him out there being battered by hail, and she dug her fingers into the front of his shirt. She was afraid to reveal herself to him, yet at the same time he gave her more comfort than she’d ever received from another human being.

“This reminds me of Waterloo.”

His reminiscence made her stiffen.


“The pounding, the noise, the anguish, the discomfort. Doesn’t it bother you?”

Her denial was as automatic as a knee jerk. “I wasn’t at the battle.”

“But you were in Brussels. You heard the bombardment. Maybe you even watched the battle from afar.”

It was stifling under the greatcoat.

“And you were on the battlefield afterward. Did it bother you to see the bodies, to hear the moans from the dying?”

Too hot, and she couldn’t get a breath.

“I wonder sometimes if you don’t suffer with your memories more than the soldiers suffer with—”

Gasping for breath, she clawed her way out into the fresh air and lifted her face to the sky. Hail mixed with rain splattered her face, but she didn’t care.

“The worst of the weather’s over.” Rand lowered the greatcoat and glanced around as if he saw nothing unusual in her behavior.

Had he been prodding her? she wondered. Surely not. He didn’t really suspect anything, did he? He was just a man, and not intuitive. He leaned out of the gig and called, “Do you think we can go on now, Jasper?” Then he met her eyes. “I’m worried about the villagers.”

No, not intuitive at all.

The village, when they reached it, had a creek running down the main street. Beneath the dripping eaves, the women stood, arms crossed, looking out at the ruin. They didn’t speak to Rand or seem to notice Sylvan, but just stood there in silence. Jasper brought the gig to a halt in the square, but when no one moved, he drove on.

Through the fields of flattened corn, past men who squatted as if the act of standing took too much energy.

On the ascent to Clairmont Court, the gig got stuck in a mud hole and Rand and Jasper had to get out and push while Sylvan guided the horse, and when the wheels had jerked free of the morass and she stopped to let the men climb back in, the gig got stuck once more.

By the time they drove up to the house, even Sylvan’s dark traveling costume sported smears of mud. Rand nursed a sprained finger, and Jasper released a stream of good Anglo-Saxon curse words.

Sylvan’s homecoming had become a time of mourning. “At least there are no flying chairs,” she murmured.

“No, but look, Your Grace.” Jasper pointed. “The hail knocked the glass out of half the west-facing windows.”

Rand put his arm around Sylvan’s shoulders as if together they could minimize the bleakness, and he scanned the face of the manor. “Not half. Not more than a dozen. The glazier’s been missing my business, anyway.”

Shaking his head at such levity, Jasper said, “I’ll get the horse taken care of, Your Grace, and then if you don’t have need of me, I’ll dry off and change.”

Their voices attracted one small, shorn head that popped out of an empty window frame. “Uncle Rand!” Gail waved both arms. “Uncle Rand is home, and he’s brought Aunt Sylvan.”

A frozen piece of Sylvan warmed with the excitement of Gail’s welcome. A larger piece warmed further when Gail pulled her head in and Lady Emmie poked her head out. “Sylvan! Sylvan, he’s brought you at last.”

She pulled her head in, too, and Sylvan heard Aunt Adela’s measured tones. “It’s about time she returned to fulfill her duties.”

Rand grinned at Sylvan, and desolation retreated a bit further. As they climbed the steps to the terrace, Betty came out the door, a plump, dark-clad creature who opened her arms and beckoned like a beacon on the stormy shore. Sylvan didn’t expect to find safety here at Clairmont Court, but she walked to Betty and laid her head on Betty’s ample bosom.

A homecoming.

Raising her head, Sylvan looked into Betty’s face. “How are you keeping?”

Tears sprang to Betty’s eyes. “As well as can be expected, with a daughter who cries for her father and an empty bed for myself.”

“You’re never far from my heart,” Sylvan said.

“I know.” Blinking hard, Betty put Sylvan away from her. “But you need your tea, and I’m standing here blathering. Get you inside. Her Grace’ll be frantic by now.”

Frantic? What did that mean? Wariness touched Sylvan again, but Betty urged her over the threshold.

“I should have carried her,” Sylvan heard Rand say. “She is my bride.”

“You’ve left that late enough,” Betty said tartly.

“Typical man.” Lady Emmie posed in the doorway of the study, then flung herself into Sylvan’s arms. “Rand would be just as bad as the rest of them if he weren’t my son. I taught him any manners he knows. Heaven knows his father could be arrogant and primitive.”

Remembering the night at the town house, Sylvan thought that arrogant and primitive described Rand very well.

Rand must have suspected the trend of Sylvan’s thoughts, for he said, “Mother, I brought her home.”

“Not as soon as Lady Emmie instructed, though.” Aunt Adela waited inside the study, her hands folded across her stomach and her mouth curved just the proper amount for a smile of welcome.


Lady Emmie wrapped her arm around Sylvan’s waist and ushered her into the study. The violent winds had died, the cold had vanished, and the broken window brought a Jezebel breeze to the room. “I didn’t presume to tell him how to handle his marriage.”

Aunt Adela moved aside. “You told him he’d made a mistake when he sent her away.”

“Well, someone had to tell him!” Lady Emmie protested.

At her most obnoxious, Aunt Adela said, “Rand is not only the duke of Clairmont, but he’s practical and disciplined. One must give him the benefit when one doubts the wisdom of his actions.”

“I don’t need you to tell me about my son, Adela.”

“Mrs. Donald!” Rand moved smoothly to break up the impending quarrel. “How good to see you.”

Timid little Clover Donald was tucked into a settle by the fire, trying to appear inconspicuous and doing a good job of it. Rand’s attention made her shrink further into herself, and her gaze darted about the room as if she sought an escape. When she perceived there was none, she whispered, “And a pleasure to see you, Your Grace.”

“How is the Reverend Donald?” Rand looked around him. “Where is the Reverend Donald? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without him.”

Clover bent her head and hunched her shoulders, and Sylvan closed her eyes. Looking at Clover Donald was like looking at her mother; a waste of humanity, an embarrassment of diffidence, and all because of a husband who intimidated his wife.

She thought of Rand, and told herself he would never try to intimidate her in any fashion. He liked her as she was and would never seek to change her. He said so, and she believed him.


“I didn’t come here by myself,” Clover said in her miniature mouse voice. “I wouldn’t put myself forward in such a manner. The vicar my husband says it’s unattractive when a woman puts herself forward, and I try never to put myself forward.”

“You succeed admirably,” Rand assured her.

“The Reverend Donald will question me about my behavior while I was here alone, so I wish you’d tell him so.” She pleated her skirt between shaking fingers. “If that’s not too forward.”

Gail rolled her eyes, and Betty took Gail’s arm and gave her a shake.

“Not forward at all,” Rand said. “Where did he go?”

Apparently, Clover had finished speaking, for she didn’t seem to hear Rand’s question, and he repeated it to his mother.

“He went out to visit the farmers and view the damage. Did you see our windows?”

“How could I not?” Pacing to one of them, he crunched across broken glass and stared out at the desolation. “This has not been a propitious year for Clairmont Court.”

“The ghost walked for a reason, I expect,” Betty observed.

Rand cast an ironic glance at Sylvan, and she looked quickly away. He treated her as if she were of delicate mind now; if he discovered she’d seen the real ghost, he’d have her committed to Bedlam.

Gail could no longer contain herself. “Sylvan, Sylvan, see me!” She fluffed her hair. “Do you like it? It’s just like yours!”

Sylvan realized the child’s dark hair had been cropped in a style like her own, and she found herself absurdly pleased.


“What did you do with her hair?” Rand demanded.

“Adela cut it.” Lady Emmie poured a sherry for Sylvan and offered it. “Gail wanted to have hair like Sylvan’s, and after we caught her trying to bleach streaks into it, we decided it would be better if we gave in.”

“You decided, Your Grace.” Betty helped Sylvan out of her traveling jacket. “I didn’t see any reason to reward the child for defiance.”

“I just like to indulge her a little now, Betty.” Lady Emmie reached out a trembling hand and smoothed Gail’s head. “She’s all I have left of Garth.”

“Tugging on my heart strings’ll not make me agree we should spoil the child,” Betty said austerely.

No real reproof tinged her tone, and Sylvan realized how difficult Betty’s position must be now. No one knew better the anguish Gail had experienced with the loss of her father, and probably no one wanted to spoil her more. But Betty was a practical woman with a practical view of the future, and Gail’s life as the illegitimate daughter of a duke would require strength of will and a hardiness of spirit.

Gail studied Rand, and her face dropped. “Uncle Rand doesn’t like it.”

“Of course he does.” Sylvan dug her elbow into Rand’s ribs. “Men just like to have a few days to get used to anything new.”

Recovering, Rand said, “I don’t need a few days. It’s charming.”

“Just be careful,” Sylvan warned. “Now he can kiss your neck like he kisses mine.”

“Not quite like I kiss yours,” Rand murmured in her ear.

She dug her elbow into his ribs again, and he winced.

“Our travelers are hungry, I trow, and Lord Rand is looking grieved. Come, Miss Gail, and help me prepare the tea.” Betty held the door for her daughter.

“No, I don’t want to. Uncle Rand just got home with Aunt Sylvan and I haven’t got to hear about London.” Something about her mother’s stance and expression must have warned Gail, for she changed her defiance for wheedling. “Please, let me stay. Please.”

“Please, Betty, can’t she—” At a glance from Betty, Lady Emmie cut herself short.

“Now,” Betty said to Gail.

Gail dragged her feet, casting tear-filled eyes toward Rand and Sylvan, but neither of them was foolish enough to challenge Betty. When the door had shut behind them, Lady Emmie sighed. “This is very difficult. I wish Betty had agreed to marry Garth. Even a secret marriage would have made matters easier.”

“Gail would still have to obey her mother,” Rand said.

Aunt Adela said, “The child is running wild half the time. Her governess doesn’t know where she goes, and I say no young girl should have so much unseemly liberty, much less the child of a duke.”

“She seems fine most of the time, then every once in a while, I see her staring at nothing, or crying. That’s when she disappears, I think.” Lady Emmie subsided in a chair. “When she misses her father.”

“Sylvan and I are here now,” Rand said. “We’ll help. Sylvan knows all about grief and loss.”

Sylvan stared at him, but he was accepting a brandy from Aunt Adela and he paid her no heed. What did he know?

Nudging him toward a chair, Aunt Adela asked, “Won’t you have a seat, Your Grace?”

“No, please, Aunt.” Rand rubbed on his rear. “I can’t sit anymore. I’ve been sitting for three days.”


With ill-concealed anticipation, she asked, “Did you see James in London?”

Guiltily, he sipped his brandy. “I had planned to, but I didn’t take the time.”

“Not take the time to see your cousin after his absence of over six weeks?”

Rand grinned at that. “I would imagine he has not yet stopped celebrating his escape from Clairmont Court.”

Aunt Adela stiffened. “He was not so surly.”

“Not surly, Aunt, but frustrated. It was not as if he wished to go to London to debauch, after all.” Rand turned back to the window with a sigh. “Garth shouldn’t have kept him here.”

“I was glad that he did,” Aunt Adela said in a low voice. “But I am a selfish old woman who wants to keep her son close.”

“He’s better in London,” Rand said. “Happier. We’ll hear from him soon, I’m sure.”

A bustle in the entry interrupted them. The door opened, and the Reverend Donald walked in. He had shed his greatcoat and stood in his stocking feet, and he bowed to Rand and Sylvan. “Your Graces, how good to see you back! Perhaps you’re the cure we need for this inauspicious day.”

“I would that we could effect a change.” Rand shook the vicar’s hand. “However, I fear that is beyond my feeble powers.”

Lady Emmie smiled. “Perhaps Sylvan brings us luck once more. After all, the last time she arrived she cured the lame.”

“What an unfortunate choice of words, Lady Emmie!” The vicar stiffened in horror. “The Lord God cured His Grace.”

“Of course.” Aunt Adela tried to soothe his shock. “What Lady Emmie means is that Sylvan was the instrument of God’s remedy.”

“An interesting theory, Lady Adela.” The Reverend Donald smiled tightly at Sylvan.

“No theory,” Rand said. “If not for Sylvan’s faith in me, I would have been fish bait.”

“You exaggerate,” Aunt Adela said.

Coming to Sylvan’s side, he picked up her hand and brought it to his mouth in elaborate homage. “Not at all.”

“Newlyweds are given to open displays of affection, aren’t they?” The clergyman averted his eyes. “Charming. Lady Emmie, I hope you’ll forgive my lack of ceremony, but my shoes are covered with mud. I didn’t want to track on the carpet, nor could I leave without greeting the duke and duchess, and I had my wife to collect.”

“Nonsense, Reverend, no apologies are necessary,” Lady Emmie said. “Come, sit and warm your feet by the fire. Tea will be here directly and you can give us the news of the estate. Are all the crops quite gone?”

The Reverend Donald sank onto the settle beside his wife.

“I haven’t been too forward,” Clover quavered.

She looked so guilty, Sylvan could have groaned, but the vicar patted her hand. “Good, good.” Stretching his hands to the fire, he said, “God’s scythe has cut a swathe through the heart of Malkinhampsted and its people. I hate to see so many disheartened men and women.”

“I suppose more of them will migrate to the city.” Aunt Adela poured herself a glass of sherry. “I long for the good old days when they starved without feeling they had to leave.”

“That’s nonsense, Adela, and you know it,” Lady Emmie said.

Aunt Adela drank her sherry with one gulp. “I know it.”


A moment of profound silence greeted this moment of historic importance—Aunt Adela agreeing with Lady Emmie. Lady Emmie looked as if she’d swallowed a marble, and Rand exchanged a conspiratorial grin with Sylvan.

“The poor have always been with us,” the clergyman said. “They simply must resign themselves to their fate.”

“Why should they resign themselves to their fate when, with a little ambition, they can raise themselves in the world?” Rand asked.

The vicar listened to the blasphemy with an expression of sorrow. “Your Grace, I know there are those who have such a view, but it’s not attractive, nor is it the traditional judgment of the church.”

“The world is changing, Reverend,” Rand said.

“God’s truth is eternal, Your Grace.”

Sylvan hated it when men of God twisted God’s word to suit their own beliefs, then used their respected position to give themselves authority. Hotly, she said, “If we are to depend solely on tradition, then my father could never have raised himself above his lowly beginnings to the position of a man of wealth.”

Rand nodded. “Then you never would have been a part of the ton, gone to Waterloo, gained experience in nursing, come to Clairmont Court, and married me.”

His smug grin brought her hackles up, and she said, “There’s something to be said for the vicar’s theory.”

Her sarcasm didn’t dim Rand’s grin, and Lady Emmie said, “Dear, you and Rand sound just like my dear husband and me.”
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“Dear, you know I don’t like to be an interfering mother.”

Turning away from the sunny window in his former bedchamber on the main floor, Rand stared absently at Lady Emmie. She stood framed in the doorway, watching him with the anxious expression she had worn so often since he and Sylvan had returned less than a month ago. He hated seeing her fret, but how could he alleviate it? He worried, too.

“Dear?”

He started, then answered, “You never interfere.”

She took a few hesitant steps forward. “But I am your mother, and I can’t help but worry. Is there trouble between you and Sylvan?”

He blinked in surprise, then leaned against the sill and gestured to the single chair that remained in the remodeled room. “Why do you think that?”

Fidgeting with her fichu, Lady Emmie perched on the edge of the seat. “Sylvan’s so subdued.”


She wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t know, but he tried to pretend ignorance just as he’d been trying to pretend everything was fine between him and Sylvan. “What do you mean?”

“She spends much of her time with Adela and me, doing a good imitation of a lady with no interest except in needlework. The only time she’s not sitting with us doing needlework is when she consults with Betty about meals, or sneaks off to be with Gail.”

Rubbing his hands across his eyes, he said, “Subdued. Yes, that’s the word for her, isn’t it?”

“She looks tired.”

“She has nightmares.” Nightmares that she denied having when he questioned her.

“If I didn’t occasionally hear her and Gail giggling, I’d think we somehow destroyed that madcap, loving personality who visited us first.”

He clenched his teeth and stared at the blank wall in front of him. We didn’t destroy Sylvan’s madcap, loving personality, but sometimes he wondered if he had.

“The women from the mill have called on her. Pert, Loretta, and Charity have all been here. Even Nanna has ridden over on a pony cart to show how proficient she’s become with her crutches. Sylvan has refused to see them.”

“Refused?”

“Well, perhaps not refused, but she’s not been available. The women are hurt. They want to thank her for healing them, and she wants no part of their gratitude. She doesn’t understand, or doesn’t want to understand, that it is a gesture of disrespect to so scorn their appreciation.”

Rand didn’t know what to say, and his gaze wandered over the bare room. The bed had been removed. Every sign of his previous occupancy had been purged, leaving only a single chair. His belongings had been placed in the master chamber on the floor above, as had Sylvan’s possessions. None of the furniture that had formerly made this room a study had been returned, yet Rand found himself spending time alone within the confines of his former chamber. “Why didn’t you explain that to Sylvan? I’m sure she’d listen to you.”

“I thought you might talk to Sylvan about it. Because, dear, I hesitate to say it”—Lady Emmie touched the hair at the base of her neck, then rubbed the muscles there as if they were tense—“but you seem quiet and, oh, thoughtful.”

“Surely you don’t object to thoughtfulness.”

“Well.” She smiled with a bit of sly humor. “I find myself missing the days when you knocked out the windows.”

Startled, he studied her. She held out her arms and he went into them, kneeling beside her and laying his head on her shoulder. “Mama, she doesn’t trust me.”

Her muscles tensed beneath his cheek. “Do you blame her? After you sent her away?”

He leaned back and looked into her face. He knew his mother hadn’t approved, but she’d said little except to urge him to bring Sylvan back. Apparently, she’d been waiting for this chance, for her brown eyes snapped with irritation. He tried to explain, to excuse his actions. “She wouldn’t go by herself. I tried to convince her, to explain she had to go or she’d be in danger here, but she wouldn’t leave.”

“No. Of course, she wouldn’t leave. You were in danger, too. What kind of woman would leave the man she loves to face evil alone?”

“A smart one.”

“A cowardly one.”


“I did it for her own good.”

She slapped her hands on his shoulders and shoved him backward. He landed on his rear with a thump, and he stared at his usually gentle mother in astonishment.

“For her own good?” Her voice rose. “Is that what you think a wife is? A thing to be protected whether she wishes it or not?”

“I didn’t think you—”

“You didn’t think. Exactly. Just like every other man in the world.” She shook her finger under his nose. “Haven’t you wondered why Sylvan and Gail spend so much time together?”

He scooted away from that peremptory finger, but found he hadn’t quite the nerve to stand and tower above his mother. “They do seem to have found a great deal in common.”

“Of course. Gail couldn’t have lost her father at a worse time.”

Confused, he asked, “Why is this time worse than any other?”

“I had forgotten how obtuse men can be.” Lady Emmie sighed in exasperation. “Because Gail is growing up. She’s perched in that precarious place between child and woman. Haven’t you noticed?”

He thought of the painfully thin, awkward girl who had grown so quickly in the last year. “She’s only eight.”

“She is ten,” Lady Emmie corrected.

His protest was automatic and heartfelt. “She can’t become a woman yet.”

“With or without your permission, she is ripening.”

“Is not.”

But he had muttered under his breath, and she ignored him. “Maturation is a delicate process for girls—they want to develop confidence, but the least setback can be fatal. That’s probably why she and Sylvan have discovered a kindred spirit.”

“Why…oh.” Lady Emmie watched him closely as he digested that. “Are you saying that, at a critical moment in Sylvan’s development, I crushed her with cruelty?”

“Maybe you’re not quite as imbecilic as I thought.”

“But Sylvan’s no adolescent who’s lost her father in a dreadful accident,” he objected.

“No, it’s worse for Sylvan. Do you remember when I received a letter from Sir Miles?”

He shook his head.

“That was during your chair-throwing period.” Picking her words with care, Lady Emmie said, “He seems to be a cold gentleman with little paternal pride in his daughter or her accomplishments.”

“I think you can safely say that.” Then it struck him with a frigid sensation in his gut, and he drew out his words as he thought about them. “She lacks confidence because she never had her father’s support?”

“I think you can safely say that.” She mocked him with his own words. “Her mother doesn’t care for her, either, does she?”

“Not enough to protect her.” He was still working this novel concept in his mind. “But you can’t say Sylvan lacks confidence. Look at what she did before she came here. She kicked aside all reins on her respectability, acted the wanton, danced and laughed and was”—he took a breath when he remembered—“totally irresistible.”

“Could she ever have won her father’s approval?”

He ignored her question with single-minded intensity. “Then when they needed nurses and most Englishwomen refused to help more than their own sons or brothers, she boldly stepped into the breech.” He faltered as she slowly shook her head. “You think we gave her confidence with our approval of her, don’t you?”

“Yes, we gave her confidence, but it was mostly you, with your admiration, your confidence in her abilities, your delight in her very eccentricities.”

The cold spread from inside him to the tips of his fingers, and he crossed his arms and tucked his hand tight against his body, battling to warm himself. “Then I stripped it from her in the cruelest manner possible.”

“I don’t think anyone who mattered to her has ever applauded her virtues, or even noticed them.”

“Do you think I matter to her?”

“I don’t know.” She wouldn’t give him anything, not even a smile to ease the sting of her denunciation. “I only know she’s trying to make herself over in the image of the perfect lady, and I suspect she’s doing it because she thinks it’s your desire.”

“She’s becoming her mother, but I never wanted her to be anything but what she is.”

His feeble protest made her lean toward him with more aggression than he’d ever seen from his gentle mother. “You insinuated she wasn’t good enough for you.”

“I didn’t mean it.”

“Did you tell her that?”

“I did better than that.”

She snorted. “You mean you made love to her.”

“Nicely!”

Using her hands for emphasis, she said, “Women need the words. How can she know what you’re thinking if you don’t tell her?”

“I thought she’d—” He shrugged, then shrugged again. “I thought she’d just know by the way I…”

“Son.” Lady Emmie leaned back and crossed her arms. “No woman with any kind of intelligence believes a man is devoted because he likes to tumble her.”

“Mother!”

“There are all kinds of marriages. There are marriages based on passion alone, marriages made for money, and marriages where each spouse is happier apart. Those marriages are the most common.” She touched the gold ring she still wore. “Then there are a few blessed unions where husband and wife talk and laugh and love as one, and nothing—not even death—ends that.”

“Like you and Papa.”

“He’s still here with me.” She pressed her hand over her heart. “You have to decide what you want from Sylvan. What do you want to have between the two of you?” Rising, she patted him on the head as if he were a dog. “You think about it.”

What did he want from Sylvan? Just everything, and he’d proved he couldn’t get it with sexual prowess alone. Perhaps his mother knew something he didn’t. Perhaps she understood that Sylvan’s hesitation to trust him stemmed from more than one incredibly stupid outburst on his part. Perhaps she’d told him how to regain his wife’s trust.

Rand failed to notice that his mother watched him as he hurried down the hall and up the stairs. He was unaware of his aunt Adela when she stepped out from one of the other rooms, and he never saw their conspiratorial grin.

The door of the duke’s bedchamber was closed, and he slowed as he approached. He’d been so sure he’d done everything right, yet he hadn’t. How could he repair the damage, when he now questioned his every gesture? He placed his hand on the doorknob and took a sustaining breath, then opened it and walked in.

Sylvan sat staring out one of the newly repaired windows—or she would have been staring out, if the curtains had not been pulled tight against the morning sun.

Whatever he did, Rand realized, could scarcely make things worse.

“Greetings, Wife.” In the dimness, he saw her turn her head, and he walked to the window and pulled the curtains. Sunlight flooded the room, and she lifted her hand against it. With false jollity, he said, “I’m going for a walk. Come with me.”

“Not today.” She lowered her hand, but didn’t look at him. “Thank you.”

“Are you ill?”

“That’s it. I don’t feel well.”

“Are you bleeding?”

Her gaze flew to his, shocked and embarrassed. “No!”

“Hm.” He lifted her chin with his hand and turned her face to the light. She stared at him defiantly for one moment, then she looked down, and he wondered if she denied the truth. Yet breeding or not, this melancholy could not be healthy. “Come out with me,” he coaxed. “You’ve scarcely been out of the house since we arrived.”

“That storm we encountered outside of Malkinhampsted frightened me.”

She sounded almost childlike, offering the excuse with no hope of being believed, and his faith in his mother and her theory increased. “Frightened you? Frightened the woman who faced me down when I was in a rage and ignored a ghost with a club?”

“You and the ghost were mere men, but if another storm blows up, I’ll be at its mercy. That’s not the same at all.”

Rand stared at his wife’s silhouette and wondered whether she realized how much the sunshine revealed of her expression. She was afraid, all right, but not of a storm. The woman who had taken such pleasure in wandering the estate now cowered inside Clairmont Court, and Rand didn’t like it. He didn’t like it at all. “It hasn’t even rained since the storm, and by October you’ll be regretting these days you’ve spent inside. Come, I’m going to go to our favorite place today, and perhaps we could make memories there.”

Her lips parted, and she turned her head to look up at him with such naked longing that it tore at his heart. With all the conceit in the world, he couldn’t think it was the prospect of lovemaking with him that excited her so. It was the idea of going to Beechwood Hollow.

He answered her as if she had spoken. “All right then. I’ll have Betty pack us a basket.”

“I really…I don’t want…”

He backed toward the door. “Put on your walking clothes and I’ll meet you in the entry in half an hour.”

“I don’t think—”

“Be there, or I’ll come and get you.” He shut the door on her protests and headed for the kitchen, a frown etched on his face. He had somehow broken more than her fragile trust in him with his cruelty, and it was up to him to heal her—or to show her how to heal herself. He could do it, couldn’t he? Hadn’t she already shown him the way?

As he descended the stairs, the front door opened with a bang and a brisk wind swept through the entryway. “Make way for the prodigal son,” a laughing voice cried.

“James!” Rand leaped from the fifth step and landed on the hard floor.

“Rand!” James leaped through the door and slid on the slick wood.

Rand ignored the irritating tingle in his hip joints as he and James laughed together. Rand said, “You don’t look like a weary traveler.”

“But I am.” James laid the back of his hand against his forehead in excessive dramatics. “All the way from London in five days.”

“I made it in three,” Rand observed.

“Ah, but I hazard you didn’t have to stop and spend time with a lonely dowager countess in need of personal attention.” James had a wicked twinkle in his eye.

“No, I had Sylvan with me.”

James’s relief was not the product of dramatics. “You prevailed and brought her home, then?”

“How could she resist me?”

“How indeed.” James glanced out the door, then yelled, “Hey! Don’t drop those portmanteaus off the top of the coach. Hey!” He tromped out the door and hollered at the hired men, then spotted Jasper in the stable yard. James hollered, “Hey! Jasper, come and supervise these cabbage heads, will you?” He tromped back inside. “Damn fools. Don’t have a care for anything.”

Tongue in cheek, Rand said, “Maybe they fear their vails will be insufficient.”

“Are you saying my pockets are to let?” James demanded.

“They’ve never been anything but,” Rand answered. “What brings you home?”

“Vulgar curiosity.” James snapped his fingers at the hovering butler and Peterson helped him remove his greatcoat and beaver hat. “I wondered why you hadn’t come to visit when you were in London. Have I displeased you in some way?”

“Not at all,” Rand said warmly. “I simply thought it best that Sylvan return to Clairmont Court.”

“Why? Are you in a hurry to be a widower? Thank you, Jasper.” James smiled with satisfaction as Jasper and three of the stable hands each carried a portmanteau up the stairs and into the house. “Jasper, care for the trunks, if you would.”

“What about the coachmen?” Jasper asked.

James feigned ignorance. “What about them?”

“Oh, for God’s sake.” Rand dug into his pocket and handed Jasper coins. “Give them their vails and send them on their way.”

“You’re a brick,” James said warmly.

“And you’re back because you’ve already run through the allowance I gave you.”

“Rand, you have such a suspicious mind.”

“Which is no answer.” Rand clapped a hand on James’s back and pushed him toward the study. “Your mother’ll be glad to see you, anyway.”

“A face only a mother could love,” James replied, deriding himself.

“Come and have a drink and tell me your fortunes.”

“Just a minute.” Pointing to Peterson, James said, “You! See to getting those bags to my room, will you? And tell Betty I’m back and she needs to prepare a nice joint for dinner, with plum pudding and a blancmange to finish.”

“You’re so charming to those born to a lower station,” Rand mocked.

“I was polite,” James protested. To the butler, he said, “I was polite, wasn’t I?”

Peterson bowed. “Indeed, Lord James, you were.”

“There you have it.” James waved an expansive hand. “I was polite.”

“You don’t even know his name.”

“Why should I?”

“He’s been here for twenty years.”


“Well.” James poured himself a whiskey and tossed it off. “He does his job well, then.” Rand groaned and James laughed. “You’re a stick, cousin. I heard rumor that some storms did damage here.”

Rand lifted his brows and stared. “Where did you hear talk like that?”

“In London, if one keeps one’s ears open, one hears many things. But this is more than a rumor—I saw that driving through the fields. Wiped the wretched buggers out, did it?”

“Pretty much.”

“Going to reopen the mill to help them?”

Rand stared at James in amazement.

“I knew it, I knew it!” James exploded with frustration. “I can see it in your face. You’re guilty as hell.”

Rand found himself on the defensive. “The women have asked me, and I’ve been thinking about it.”

“Thinking about it.” James threw his glass into the fireplace and the crystal shattered. “Dammit, Rand, are you addled? Do you want to start the whole thing all over again?”

Honestly puzzled, Rand asked, “What do you mean?”

“I mean some thatch-gallow out there doesn’t much like that mill.”

“You don’t much like that mill.”

“I’m not snuffing people over it.”

“Snuffing people over—”

“It was the mill, always the mill.” James strode over and grabbed Rand by the lapels. “Can’t you see? The women who worked at the mill, the mill itself, Miss Sylvan.”

Rand jerked himself free and stumbled backward. “Sylvan had nothing to do with the mill.”

“She helped one of the mill workers when she was injured. If some crack-pate wished to shut the mill down, then Miss Sylvan was a villain greater than the others.”

“The only one worse, in fact, was Garth.” Much struck by James’s good sense, Rand rubbed his chin. “Interesting theory, James. Makes sense out of nonsense.”

James stood and stared intently at Rand, his chest heaving. “Then you’re not going to do it.”

“Opening the mill,” Rand said softly, “will flush out the bastard who killed my brother, then, won’t it?”

With a loud curse, James threw himself into a chair.

It rocked back on its rear legs, and Rand caught it before James toppled. “What difference does it make to you? You’ll be in London. No taint of business will affix itself to you.”

James fixed his gaze on Rand. “I’m not going back to London.”

Ever cynical, Rand said, “Never fear, James, I’ll fix you up with another allowance.”

“Won’t go back for anything.”

Surprised, Rand studied James. His cousin looked as if he suffered from the ague. “Did you get yourself in some kind of trouble?”

“Yes, there’s some kind of trouble, all right.” James ran his fingers through his travel-tossed hair, and his disheveled appearance reminded Rand, just for a second, of his brother. “You don’t understand trouble. Nor did Garth. Go blithely through life, never thinking about the consequences to those of us to whom the consequences have meaning.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” James hauled himself erect. “Just don’t be surprised if you see me dogging your footsteps.”
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Lunch basket in hand, Rand returned to the entry to find Sylvan triumphantly heading for the study. Within, he could hear Aunt Adela greeting her son and his mother exclaiming about her nephew, but Rand caught Sylvan and swung her around. “No, you don’t.”

“But, James—”

“Can wait to see you. I have something I wish to discuss which concerns you.”

She stopped tugging at him and stared suspiciously.

“Not that.” He gave her a push toward the door and teased, “Although you’re a wanton to think of it.”

Sylvan glared at him, then plucked her shawl, gloves, and bonnet from the impassive butler’s hand and said, “Thank you, Peterson.”

Remembering his conversation with James, Rand chuckled as he wrapped the lacy white shawl around her shoulders. Peterson, too, remembered, for he nodded and smiled as he held the door for her.


Then they stepped onto the terrace, and she flinched from the light.

Rand was struck by a wave of déjà vu. Hadn’t they played this scene once before? Hadn’t he been the one who feared to be outside, and hadn’t she forced him to go out into the sunshine where his healing would begin? He looked to see if she remembered, but the coburg bonnet, with its soft crown and floppy brim, hid her face as she tied the ribbons beneath her chin.

Remembering how aggressively she had stormed his reservations, he resolved to try like tactics. He waited only until they were out of earshot of the servants before saying, “I need your opinion about something.”

“My opinion? Why?”

He gripped her arm as they started down the stairs. “Because I respect your opinion.”

“Do you?”

She sounded distant and distracted, and he grappled for a way to prove himself as they strolled the same rutted path they’d taken in April. “It seems to be a common trait at Clairmont Court. Haven’t you noticed? The village women respect you, too.”

“I…” She twisted her arm until he would have been a brute if he’d held it, and when she was free, she said, “The mill women have called on me, but…I…”

“They probably arrived at a poor time for you to receive them.” He excused her, then administered obligation. “Of course, they consider you an ally, and right now they need their allies.”

Her face reddened, and she snapped, “I don’t know why they would consider me an ally.”

“Because they want to convince me to reopen the mill.”

“The mill.” She skidded to a halt. “How can you do that?”


“If I finance the mill, the men will have work with good wages. They’d be constructing the mill, and that’d get them through the winter.” He took her arm again and gave a gentle tug, and she lurched after him. “The mill will be finished by next summer, and the women would have work then.”

“But why would you do it?” She pushed at the bonnet’s brim as if its properties of concealment irritated her now. “Devote a year of your life and a good part of the family fortune building and setting up a mill when your brother died violently in the last one?”

“You know why.” They reached the ocean and he turned toward the mill. “Since the storm, the villagers have been asking—begging, really—that I rebuild. They don’t want to leave Malkinhampsted. It’s been their home for generations.”

Loosening her bonnet, she let it dangle by the strings around her neck. “Yes, and Mr. Donald can say what he likes about resignation to God’s will, but nobody in the village or on any of the outlying farms wants to watch their children starve.”

“You know that without even talking to them, don’t you?”

Her mouth drooped at his pointed comment, and with surly disdain she said, “It would take a lesser genius than mine to know that.”

“You have a gift for empathizing with others.”

“No, I don’t.”

“I think you do.”

“No. I don’t understand you at all.”

“Hm.” He pretended to think as they climbed the rise near the mill. “I suppose that might be a problem between us. After all, we’re married and as close as two people can be. We share an intimate bond.”


“Sh.”

“We make love in every imaginable way, but I still don’t know what you’re thinking.” Keeping one hand beneath her arm, he slid the other around her waist and turned her to face him.

Her chin firmed. “Why do you care?”

“Because you’re my wife. I married you because—”

“Because the vicar and your brother caught us in an improper embrace.”

“No! They caught us in an embrace because you appealed to me, body and soul.”

She stepped out of his arms and walked rapidly away. “That’s nice.”

“I didn’t have to marry you.” He was talking to her back.

“Yes, you did.” She pulled her hat up and tied the ribbons again with a savage gesture. “You said so.”

He’d said it then, but he hadn’t meant it. “I am—was—the brother of a duke. I didn’t have to do anything I didn’t want to.”

Sylvan laughed with what sounded like genuine amusement. “Oh, Rand.” Stopping, she cupped his face in her gloved hands. “Do you really believe that? Don’t you know the only way you could have left me at the altar is if you were a different man with a different family? Only a boor would leave a woman in such a dilemma, and you’re not a boor.”

“You’ll turn my head with compliments like that.”

She ignored his pique. “Can you imagine what your mother would have said had you refused to wed me? Or your brother? Or even Aunt Adela?”

“Well, yes, they would have been upset.” He understated the matter, and he feared she knew it. “But I really could have refused.”


“Another man could have refused. Perhaps James could have refused. But not you, Rand.” She patted his cheeks. “Not you. So.” She walked on again. “Why are you telling me about the mill?”

This wasn’t turning out as he had hoped. “I want to consult with someone about the mill. Unfortunately, the someone I want to consult with is protecting herself and excluding everyone—everyone!—from her thoughts.”

“You don’t know that!” But she refused to turn and look at him until she topped the rise above the mill. There she halted until Rand came up beside her.

Staring fixedly at her shoes, she clung to her protective shell, and he didn’t know that he’d accomplished anything with his probings and fumblings. Awkwardly he waited for her to say something, anything that would set things right, and when she didn’t, he reached out and untied her bonnet and slipped it off her head. He just wanted to look into her face, to see the messages there. With his hand he ruffled her hair, completing the disarray that the wind had initiated, and she looked so like the jaunty Sylvan he’d first met that he wished he could kiss her.

And he could, of course. She would respond promptly, and possibly pull him to the ground and make him forget his every scheme to uncloak the reason for her unhappiness. He hadn’t realized it until this moment, but he’d been making love to her, thinking she’d have to reveal herself through the act; she’d been making love to him, using it to conceal herself.

Perhaps his mother was right. Perhaps Sylvan needed more than two bodies on a bed. Perhaps she needed words—real words, words that would convince her of his devotion.

If only he knew what they were.

Tears gleamed in her eyes as he gazed on her, but she refused to let them fall. Her chin firmed, and she jerked her head toward the hollow below. “The mill is a wretched sight, isn’t it?”

The same sunshine that shone kindly on the earth and sea bludgeoned the wreck below. It had been a scar on the land before; now it was a bleeding wound.

Sylvan walked forward, leaving him standing, her hat in his hand. “Could you really repair it?” she called.

The wind whipped off the ocean, as it always did, and he opened his hand and let the bonnet fly. It sailed inland a long way before it descended, then tumbled into a hiding place in the long grass.

He smiled with satisfaction, and hurried to catch her. “I think so. Most of the stone from the wall is still usable, and slate for the roof is plentiful around here.” The mill loomed before him, and he sighed. Rebuilding had seemed a good idea when he thought about it; faced with the reality of the destruction, he thought himself mad. “But James is against it, of course. Aunt Adela has never approved, and if we rebuild, I fear it will resurrect my mother’s grief and worry her beyond all telling.”

“I hated the mill, too. I hated the noise and the smell and the constant danger.” Removing her gloves, Sylvan ran her hand over one of the still-standing walls. Whitewash flaked off beneath her touch.

The joints in his legs ached from the long walk, and he sat on one of the squared boulders that the explosion had flung free. Stretching his legs out, he rubbed his hips with his hands. “So you think it foolish to rebuild?”

She buffed her fingers together as if to dispel the dry feeling, and shivered. “We have to rebuild.”

Startled, he said, “But if you hate it…”

“I’d hate to see this perfect corner of England lose its people because it can’t support them. We have to rebuild.”


“And if the ghost comes out again to attack women and sabotage the mill?”

Frowning, she chewed on her lower lip. “The ghost may have been your brother’s enemy, and everything he did was aimed at destroying Garth.”

“It’s possible,” he acknowledged. “But James says it was the mill that caused the problems.”

“James knows you’re thinking of opening the mill?”

“James guessed,” Rand corrected. “And very unhappy he was, too.”

“I can imagine.” She watched him as he gently worked his legs, but she offered no assistance. “Nevertheless, we can’t let fear of a ghost control our decision. We know he’s a man, and you’re no longer an easy victim of his hoaxes.”

The old worry for her safety swooped on him, and he said, “He only strikes at night, and I’ll be with you, but we’ll be extra careful.”

She watched her hands as she carefully threaded her fingers together. “Do you want me to go?”

“Go?”

“Back to my father’s house. Is that really why you brought me here? To tell me once more that I’m…”

“You’re…?”

“Inadequate.” She looked right at him, and her grief broke his heart.

“It is I who am inadequate when I am without you.” He shook his head. “I will never send you away again. I was a fool to do it the first time.” She said not a word, and he asked, “Do you believe me?”

“I want to.”

She did want to, he could tell, and he asked, “Do you remember that you promised to acquiesce to all my conjugal desires?”


“How could I not?” she asked with a flash of her old spirit. “You remind me at every opportunity.”

He tried to coax her to cheer. “Let me command you once more, as your duke and as your husband—believe yourself my own beloved, and know that you’ll never leave my side again. Can you do that?”

It wasn’t a real smile that she gave him: more of a hopeful one, but her reply gratified him. “I’ll try.”

The silence around them deepened, and when she realized it, she blushed and said, “We’d best be careful with all of the women. Tell the mill workers to stay inside after dark, and keep vigil over Lady Emmie and Aunt Adela.”

He hated to come back to reality, but he had to agree with her. “We’d best watch Betty, also.”

“And Gail.”

“Surely the ghost wouldn’t hurt a child.” The concept was so outside Rand’s experience, he couldn’t imagine it.

“No.” But she looked troubled. “Surely not. If we could bring your brother’s murderer to justice, that would be a bonus added to the good the mill will bring.”

He had considered all angles and would do all that was necessary to protect those he loved. “So we’ll do it.” This woman was all he thought her, and more, and however long it took him to win her trust again, it would be time well spent. Holding up his hand, he said, “Help me up.”

Grasping him, she tugged, but he tugged back and tumbled her into his lap.

She struggled halfheartedly as he turned and positioned her, but she quieted when he showered her face with light, loving kisses. When he rocked her, she laid her head on his shoulder and announced, “We shall put in an infirmary.”

Wrested back from his pleasure in her, he stammered, “W-what?”

“We’ll put in an infirmary, with bandages and herbs and splints and a bone saw.” She choked slightly in remembrance. “All the things we needed that day of the explosion.”

He hugged her tighter. “Anything you wish, Your Grace.”

He didn’t sound sarcastic, but she thought he must be, to be so obedient, and she struggled out of his grasp. He let her go, but her mind lingered on him, his motivations and aims, as she walked beside the mill. What had brought this change? He’d been so convinced he was right to protect her, to treat her like a fragile flower and dismiss the knowledge that might have made her a useful partner to him. And she’d been willing to behave as she thought he desired—like a lady whose head was filled with nothing but the ringing of the servants’ bell and the color of embroidery threads.

But now he was talking to her, saying that he valued her opinion and acting as if it were the truth. Somehow, in the confusion that her life had become, she’d lost sight of the truth. It taunted her in her nightmares and leaped at her at the most inappropriate times, but it came to her now and again that she didn’t know who she was.

She was so deep in thought that when a man rose from the wreckage, she jumped and shrieked.

“Beg pardon. Didn’t mean to scare ye…Yer Grace?”

Blushing at her foolishness, she nodded at the smiling, broad-shouldered youth. It wasn’t that she expected to see Garth’s ghost—or any other ghost, for that matter—but a pall hung over the place.

The man dropped an armful of wood and pulled his forelock with a gleam of curiosity in his eye. “Yer Grace, I’m Jeffrey the carpenter. I hope ye don’t mind, but I’ve come to salvage what I can from the mill. It’ll be a hard winter, and I can use the boards for repairs.”


“I…well, I…” She glanced back at Rand, but he was standing and stretching as if some cramp had caught him unaware. “Recover what you can. I’m sure my husband won’t mind.”

One by one, Jeffrey picked up the boards he’d dropped. “Been hoping to get a glimpse of you. The village women talk about you all the time, and Nanna is me cousin, ye know.” She flushed, imagining censure in his tone, but he continued cheerfully, “’Course, everyone is my cousin. Most of the village and the farms is family.”

That caught her attention, and she watched Jeffrey carefully for his reaction as she said, “You’d hate to see them move.”

Jeffrey’s grin slipped. “I would. I wish that—”

“That—?”

“Ah, I hate to nag, but I wish His Grace could see his way clear to rebuild the mill. Then there would be jobs for everyone. We’d all be rich.” His ingratiating grin appeared, and again he bowed and pulled his forelock as Rand strolled up. “Yer Grace, we was just talking about ye, and how ye’d profit from opening the mill.”

Rand took Sylvan’s hand. “We’re thinking about it.”

After one gasp of joy, Jeffrey bowed, then bowed again. “Glad to hear it, Yer Grace. It’ll mean so much to all of us.” The boards slipped from his grasp once more, and he scrambled after them, still talking. “I’ll be fer telling them in the village, shall I?”

Rand looked at Sylvan, and she understood the questioning lift of his brow. If they gave Jeffrey permission to announce their plans, the news would spread like wildfire and the whole chain of events would be set in motion once more. It frightened her, and thrilled her, too. She nodded at Rand, and he nodded at Jeffrey.

“Yes. Tell them.”


Jeffrey’s queries and babblings of joy kept Rand in place, but Sylvan slipped her hand free and wandered into the mill. She didn’t plan to go anywhere specific; just to walk and see the condition it was in.

Opening the door to Garth’s office, she glanced inside. No one had stripped anything from this room. The door was still closed firmly, and the contents were still intact. Much of the building around his office still stood with its roof and walls, and what remained of the machinery had been pushed under the shelter to protect it from the weather. In fact, only the mill’s far wall had been completely removed, and the walls beside it tapered from nothingness to their full height. Some of the giant oak beams tilted from the roof to the floor where the roof had been destroyed, and she found herself glad she was a merchant’s daughter, for she could estimate how much of the building they could restore.

She believed she wished only to estimate, but as she walked, she found herself at the place where Nanna had been pinned. Blood stained the flooring, only slightly faded by the rains and sun. It gave her an odd feeling to stand where she had inflicted so much pain. She’d had help in that horrible task: the white-faced Rand had been her main assistant, and the Reverend Donald had given himself over to Nanna, to shield her as he could. Vaguely Sylvan remembered a wet rag passing across her forehead and a dry one blotting the tears from her eyes, and later, when the job was done, she remembered someone holding her head. Obviously, the mill women had remained to give support to their friend, and they’d given her support as their friend’s only hope. But…unwillingly she stared at the darker stain beside the great beam that so many men had had to struggle to move.


Shirley had died there. If Sylvan hadn’t been so hesitant when the explosion had occurred…If she’d come to find Shirley instead of binding Beverly’s ribs…

The ifs piled one on the other, and she knew that if she’d seen Shirley, she would have refused to move her for fear of internal injuries. Sylvan herself might have been kneeling beside her when the second big collapse occurred, and she might have died along with Shirley, or instead of Shirley. No matter how difficult life seemed right now, Sylvan couldn’t bring herself to wish for death.

With almost painful resignation, she moved out of the mill and to the place where Garth’s body had landed.

It was easy to find; someone had come here before her and marked it with stones. Not the large, worked stones that were used to build the mill, but small stones, smoothed by a stream or by the ocean and piled into a well-tended pyramid.

“Who has done this, I wonder?”

Rand had followed her, and she hadn’t noticed.

He knelt and touched the little memorial. “I wish I’d thought to do it, but I would have put a carved marker, I suppose, something dignified and quite unlike Garth. This is better.” He looked up, and his smile wobbled. “Don’t you think?”

“Perhaps we should do something similar inside,” she suggested tentatively.

“Where Shirley died?” He nodded. “Yes, if we’re going to reopen the mill, it would be nice to honor our departed.”

“I haven’t been here since the accident.”

“I have.” He sat beside the pile of stones, his hand resting on them as if he could absorb the essence of his brother. “I’ve made several pilgrimages, and brought my mother and my aunt. It seems I’ve got the need to come and look, to get a grasp on the reality of it. He’s gone, but I still expect to see him….”

He faltered, and she looked at him. Tears slithered down his cheeks, tentatively finding their way.

“Sometimes I think I hear him.” His tears flowed faster now, splashing off his dark lashes. “When Aunt Adela starts pontificating, I can almost hear…” Like a child, he wiped his cheeks on his sleeve. “I think she can hear him, too, because she half turns—” He choked on a laugh. “She looks so guilty, saying things she knows would make him furious, and him not there to respond.”

Without volition, her hand reached out to touch his head. Then she caught herself. What would happen if she tried to comfort him? Wouldn’t she reveal her own despair?

“I miss him. I spent the last months of his life in a wheelchair, making him miserable, when if I’d just told him, trusted him, treated him like my big brother, we could have found the bastard who did this.” Great battering sobs began to punctuate his words, tearing at his coherence yet endowing him with eloquence. “Dammit, Garth didn’t have to die.”

His sorrow and guilt brought tears to her own eyes. Tears for him or for Garth, she didn’t know, but she didn’t want to sympathize. She didn’t want to cry. If she started, she would cry for all the men lost or injured on the battlefield, for the women who died or were injured at the mill, for Rand in his agony and for Garth’s memory. If she started her lament, she wouldn’t stop.

Before her wavering gaze, she saw Rand’s arms reaching out for her, begging her for succor.

Silently she fled, running over the hills to escape her grief, but finding it in every bank and hollow.
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“I’m fine now, Rand. I just had a whim to run in the hills.” Sylvan took a breath. “I’ve been inside so much, I just had an impulse to stroll in the grass before autumn stole the color…no, that’s not right.” She pressed her fist to her stomach and stared at the looming facade of Clairmont Court. He was inside, she knew. He would expect an explanation for her flight of the morning. He would want to know where she’d been all these hours, and she couldn’t think what to say.

So she stood outside on the lawn in the shade of a hawthorn and practiced her lines. She had to get them right. She’d missed dinner and tea. It would be dark soon…. Oh, but she didn’t want to see Rand. She didn’t want to see any of them. Not anyone in the Malkin family, nor any of the servants, nor Jasper, nor the Reverend Donald. They all acted so kind and anxious about her, asking her what she wanted, giving her everything she needed. She felt like an ungrateful wretch to be so miserable.


Betty stepped onto the terrace and shaded her eyes against the westering sun. Sylvan wanted to hide, but that would be foolish, and when Betty waved in great sweeps of her arm, Sylvan waved back and started toward the stairs.

Betty met her halfway and ignored the pleasant smile Sylvan had practiced so ardently. “Your Grace, have you seen Gail in your ramblings?”

Feeling the fool, Sylvan realized she wasn’t the center of at least one woman’s world. “No. Is she gone?”

“Again.” Betty sounded exasperated, but she looked worried. “She’s going more and more, for longer and longer. I’ve tried to tell her she needs to let me know where she’s going, but she says she’ll be fine. I wouldn’t worry, you know, if she were playing with other children, but it’s solitude she seeks, and if she slipped or…” Digging in her capacious apron pockets, she drew out a handful of smooth rocks. “Do you think I’m being silly, Your Grace?”

“Not at all.” Sylvan laid her arm over Betty’s shoulders. “How long has she been gone?”

“She took a bit of supper in a rag and left in the late morning.” Betty scattered the rocks around the base of the tree. “I hoped maybe she’d run into you and Lord Rand, but His Grace came back an hour ago and said no, he hadn’t seen her, and now…”

Feeling as if she’d failed Betty in some way, Sylvan tried to comfort her. “Gail’s fine, I’m sure, but I’ll go back and look for her.”

“Oh, you don’t have to. His Grace has gone out.” More rocks appeared out of Betty’s pockets, and she threw these, one by one, as hard as she could. “I didn’t ask him to, mind, for he’s walking rather stiffly, but when he found you hadn’t returned, either, he insisted.”

“Did he?”


“That wasn’t all, I don’t suppose.” Betty shook her head in disgust. “Him and Mr. James had another go-round, just like this morning when Mr. James arrived.”

“A go-round?” Sylvan’s old suspicions re-formed with Betty’s lugubrious tone. “They fought?”

“Mr. James doesn’t want His Grace to…” She trailed off. “Maybe I shouldn’t be babbling, seeing as how nothing’s actually decided yet.”

“Mr. James doesn’t want Rand to open the mill again.”

“Oh, you know.” Betty nodded, pleased. “I had hoped he would discuss it with you, but one never knows with a man.”

“Where’s Mr. James now?”

“Went to his room to sulk, I suppose. Childish as ever, that one is.” Betty touched the painfully red tip of Sylvan’s nose. “You’d best come inside and let me put vinegar on that sunburn. Where’s your hat?”

“I lost it. I don’t know where.” With Rand gone, the house seemed a likely refuge where Sylvan could eat, rest, and gather her forces for the coming confrontation. But she, too, worried about Gail, for she’d spent time with the child and knew how desperately she missed her father. “I think I ought to go after Gail.”

“I’ll hug her to death when she gets back, then thrash her within an inch of her life.” Betty tried to laugh at her own inconsistency. “But she really hasn’t been out this long before, even when she wanders with you.” With an exclamation of disgust, Betty turned her pockets inside out and shook them.

More pebbles rained at their feet, and Sylvan stared at them in sudden conjecture. “Where did you get those?”

“I went looking in Gail’s chamber, just to see if she was hiding there, or if there was some clue to her whereabouts, and I found them and some other bigger ones, all piled in a corner. What the child wants with a bunch of rocks, I’ll never know, but—Miss Sylvan, what’s the matter?”

Sylvan had stiffened, staring at the stones, polished smooth from the action of sea or stream. “I know where she is.”

“Where?”

“At the mill.” A vision of the little pyramid of stones filled Sylvan’s mind, followed by darker visions of crooked beams and hanging boards, of protruding nails and sharp machinery. “I’ll go after her.”

Apparently, the same visions filled Betty’s mind, for she answered, “I’m going, too.”

They started off at a run, following the path, but Betty knew the byways better than Sylvan, and she said, “This way. It’s shorter.”

They cut through the trees and down a steep bank into a ravine. Sylvan skidded in the soft dirt and landed on a rock, skinning the palms of her hands, and when she stood up again, Betty said, “This is stupid. We should have got the carriage.”

“In the time it would take Jasper to hitch the horses, we’ll be there.” Sylvan blew on her stinging palms. “I’m fine now. We can go.”

“Jasper’s not at the court,” Betty said. “He’s off moping over Loretta again, poor sot. Uphill, now.”

They started off, climbing as Betty directed.

“Jasper’s in love?” Sylvan asked.

“For all the good it’ll do him.” Betty puffed hard. “Loretta’s married and likely to stay that way. Nothing’s wrong with Loretta’s man that I can see, except he’s mean as a boar and twice as stupid. ’Twould take a mighty blow to kill that one.” They crested the rise, and Betty stood and panted. “See where we are now?”

“Yes.” Betty’s shortcut had eliminated half the distance to the mill. “Hurry!” Sylvan started running again, only half aware of how Betty struggled to keep up.

“Stop, Your Grace!” Betty cried at last.

Turning, Sylvan saw Betty standing, hands on her knees, gasping for breath, and realized her exhaustion. “Betty, I’ll go on without you. I’ve got to hurry.”

“Your Grace!” Betty’s cry stopped her in her tracks. “Why do you have to hurry? What do you fear?”

“The mill is a dangerous place. Gail might be hurt, bleeding…” Betty still stared, and Sylvan pushed aside her images of the inanimate dangers of the mill. Instead, she allowed her true fears to come forth. “The rumors will be all over the village, all over the district, that Rand is going to reopen the mill, and that could make someone very unhappy.”

Betty comprehended at once. “Run, Your Grace. Run! I’ll go to the village, or back to the house.” Caught halfway between both, she tried to decide her best route. “I’ll go to the village.”

“Send help,” Sylvan said, and ran again.

Too late.

When she was a child, Sylvan imagined herself a fearless heroine who responded to need without flinching. Instead, she ran each step aware of the blisters her shoes were rubbing on her heels, aware of her heart’s pounding and the breath that burned her lungs.

Too late.

Gail probably wasn’t even still at the mill. Maybe she’d never even gone there. And most likely, the man who pretended to be the ghost had left the district or didn’t care about the mill anymore or wouldn’t dream of harming a child.

But Gail was Garth’s child, and Sylvan didn’t dare slow for fear she would be too late.


Too late, too late. She scrambled up the steep hill that stood east of the mill and stood still for one wicked second. It helped her catch her breath, and she inspected the mill building. Its long side faced her, with Garth’s intact office on the right and the vanquished wall on the left. She couldn’t see any unusual activity, but the sun was setting and it blotted her eyesight.

She didn’t want the sun to set. Not now, when she was here alone and a ferocious creature waited for darkness to prowl. But was she alone, or did Gail lie bleeding below?

She ran down the hill, jumping over the heather, skidding on the mossy stones. “Gail?” she called. “Gail!”

A small figure rose from beside the pile of stones and looked up at her, and Sylvan’s heart pumped pure thankfulness. “Gail!” She waved like a madwoman, and as if responding to her rapture, Gail started toward her. They met on the grassy slope in front of the mill, and Sylvan wrapped the girl in her arms and hugged her tight. “Praise God you’re well!” She panted, trying to get her breath. “You are well, aren’t you?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Gail asked belligerently.

“You frightened us.” Sylvan dropped her head onto Gail’s thin shoulder. “Your mother’s worried sick.”

“I was here when someone came.” Gail patted Sylvan’s head in quite an adult manner, but her reasoning was childlike. “I hate to be here when there’s someone else around, so I hid until he left.”

Sylvan’s anxiety returned in a rush. “Who was it?”

“I don’t know.” Gail pushed Sylvan away, needling her with a scornful dismissal. “He was rummaging around. A lot of people rummage in the mill. Why can’t they just leave it alone?”

Straightening, Sylvan wiped the perspiration from her forehead and scanned the mill site. They seemed exposed here, with the wind blowing so it would snatch away a woman’s scream. “Why don’t we go back to Clairmont Court?”

“Not yet.” Gail marched toward the mill. “I’ve got things to do.”

Keeping pace with her, Sylvan asked, “Put the stones on your father’s marker?”

Gail whirled on her. “How did you—”

“Your mother found the rocks in your bedchamber.”

“In my bedchamber?” Gail cried. “She knows I don’t want her in my bedchamber.”

“You were gone for so long, she thought maybe you were hiding.”

“Oh.” Gail’s face worked, then grudgingly, she explained, “I fell asleep while I was hiding from the man. Did she take my rocks?”

“I’m afraid she did, but you should be grateful. I recognized them from the monument you built and knew where you were.” Sylvan walked on toward the little pyramid, and Gail came to stand beside her.

A little abashed, the girl kicked at the stones. “It’s not much.”

“Rand saw it with me today. We both agreed your father would have liked it.”

The quiver of Gail’s lip matched the quiver in her voice. “Do you think so?”

“Makes us adults feel foolish not to have thought of it.” Sylvan hugged Gail again, and this time the girl permitted it. “But you know, it is getting dark, and we should go back to the house before someone—”

“Is everyone coming after me?” Gail asked in disgust. “Because I’m tired of everyone acting like I’m a baby. There’s you and my mother, and now Uncle James and I suppose—”


“Uncle James?” Sylvan turned to see James bearing down on them purposefully. His dark hair and towering stature reminded her suddenly of Rand and Garth and Radolf and…the ghost. Her earlier alarm came back, burgeoning with the appearance of this new target. She felt both prudent and absurd when she grabbed Gail’s arm and said, “Where’s your hiding place?”

Gail’s amazement might have been funny if not for James’s approaching figure. “What?”

“Go there. Hide. Hurry!”

“But Uncle James—”

“Now.”

Something of Sylvan’s trepidation must have struck Gail, for she fled into the mill, leaving Sylvan to face the oncoming threat.

“Damn the girl,” James said as soon as he got close enough. “Where’s she going? I’ve got to get my hands on her.”

He started into the mill, but Sylvan grabbed him by the arm. “Why?”

“I’m going to lock her up. And you, too, Your Grace, the newest duchess of Clairmont. Haven’t you any sense at all?” Grabbing her wrist, he dragged her toward the building. Setting her wrist, he dragged her toward the building. Setting heels made no difference. He was a big man who refused to be gainsaid. He looked tired and exasperated, and when she wouldn’t step up onto the floor, he put his hands at her waist and lifted her. “As soon as I heard the servants gossiping about the mill, I spoke to Rand. I swear, Rand doesn’t know what a cesspool he’s splashing around in, and he doesn’t believe me when I tell him. Would you come on?”

Her fingers fastened on a heavy piece of machinery and clung, and he glared.


She glared right back, and his glance softened. “You look as ragged as I feel. The dukes of Clairmont play the tune, and we peasants dance.” James glanced around at the demolished, now-shadowy interior of the mill. “Where’s the brat?”

“She’s hiding in Garth’s office.” Craftily, she asked, “Shall we go get her?”

“What’s she doing in there?” James started toward the intact area.

Sylvan led for a moment, and when James followed willingly, she shook herself free of his grasp. The sun cast long shadows where it still reached through the open roof and the shattered walls, but the farther they went inside, the darker it became. “She’s just playing. You know how children are.”

“No.” He kept one eye on her and one on his footing. “I’ve done my best to avoid them.”

“I suppose it wouldn’t do to get too attached to Gail.” The closer they got to the office, the more Sylvan watched. If Gail really did hide in the office—a likely location—her presence there would be a disaster.

He frowned as if he found her words cryptic. “Oh, I’m attached. A man doesn’t have a choice in a family like ours. But I just don’t understand her. It’s really a mess in here, isn’t it? I haven’t been back since Garth died.”

She pretended astonishment. “You haven’t?”

“No, I…no. I’m so guilty I can’t stand myself anyway.” He laughed sharply, in pain. “Why should I come here and torment myself more?” She stumbled, and he caught her. “Be careful,” he admonished. “I don’t need something else to feel guilty about.”

Looking at him in the dimness, she saw the hollow of his eyes, the draw of his cheeks, the height of him. He looked like the ghost—like Rand, the ghost she’d seen the first night, and the real ghost who’d led her on a merry chase, and like the glimpse of the ghost she’d seen running from her room. Too many ghosts, too close a resemblance, and he’d admitted his guilt. James—pleasant, charming James—was the one, and he was smiling at her as if she were too stupid to comprehend.

“Are you feeling well?” he asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

He mocked, and fury shook her. He would not be sneering when she got done with him. She kept her gaze on him as she opened the door to Garth’s office. “Gail, if you’re in your father’s office, come out right now.” She hoped that if Gail were within, she would come out, and if she hid close enough to hear, she’d understand and stay in seclusion.

With his gaze on the opening, James said, “Are you sure she’s in there?”

Taking a chance, Sylvan stuck her head inside and looked. She couldn’t see Gail, and her heart leaped in relief. As if she were speaking to the girl, she said, “Gail, come on! Stop playing games.”

“She is in there?” James sounded surprised. “Why won’t she come out?”

“I don’t know.” Sylvan worked on looking and sounding disgusted. “Maybe you could talk to her.”

“I?” James put his hand on his chest. “What would I say that would persuade her?”

Now Sylvan acted with the flair of Drury Lane’s finest. “Young Gail misses her father, and while I cannot command her, I think perhaps your persuasions would bring her forth.” Sylvan pushed him toward the office. “She’s hiding under the desk. Just go in and call to her as if she were a babe, without seeking her. She’ll come out for you, I know.”


“Where are you going to be, while I’m making a fool of myself?” he asked in exasperation.

“Right here, cousin, waiting for you.”

He believed her. The fool believed her, because he was a man and she was a woman, and women were stupid creatures who fell off of cliffs when they imagined unearthly groans—unearthly groans that were only an animal mating.

She hadn’t realized how much she resented his patronizing her on the night he’d rescued her, but now, she wanted the blackguard to be James so she could absolve herself from the charge of simplemindedness.

Stepping into the room, James started talking, and Sylvan got a grip on one of the heavy metal machines. Taking a breath, she heaved. It moved a foot. She heaved again, and heard James say, “What in the—”

In a panic, she shoved it as hard as she could. It blocked the office door just as it swung out toward her, and James squawked when he smashed against the wood. “Sylvan?”

She leaned around the machine and looked, and saw James’s three fingers grasp the doorframe. “No!” she said, and pushed again, and the machine skidded as if it rolled on wheels.

His fingers were trapped between door and frame. James howled in agony. Horrified, she tried to pull the machine back, but a man’s voice said, “Don’t!”

She gave a scream and spun around. The Reverend Donald leaned against the metal beside her; he had provided the grease to move the machine. Catching at her heart before it beat out of her chest, she said, “I’ve got him!”

“I know you do.”

His stern face swam before her eyes, and she thought she’d never been so glad to see another human being in her life. “James is guilty.”

“Yes.” The vicar nodded sadly. “He is.”

“Sylvan,” James yelled. “No, please, listen to me.” With his free hand, he pounded on the door. “Please, Sylvan.” Then she heard him mutter, “My fingers.”

Sylvan didn’t want to feel compassion, but she was never free of it. Gesturing wildly, she said, “His fingers are caught. We’ve got to—”

“No, we don’t.”

“He’s hurt.” She shoved at the machine, trying to pry it away from the door, but the vicar grabbed her shoulder and swung her away.

“No!” he shouted.

Hitting the spinning mechanism, she tripped on one of the legs to land sprawled on the floor like a dockside floozy. He loomed over her before she could catch her breath, and her overactive imagination made him appear dread and sinister. “Reverend?” she croaked.

“Leave her alone!” James battered the door with his body. “Don’t you understand? If you touch her, you have to kill me, too.”

James’s words began to make sense to her, and she scooted backward. “Reverend?”

She was looking for reassurance in a suddenly skewed world, but the clergyman picked up a length of metal pipe. “I’m glad you shut him in there. It would have been much more difficult if I’d had to take care of you both.”

Take care of. What did he mean? He couldn’t mean…

Her skirts caught under her heels as she tried to scramble to her feet, and he kicked her foot out from underneath her. “No use trying to get up. You’ll just fall down again.”


Her ankle ached beneath the impact of his boot, and she grabbed it and rolled backward on her spine. “Dear God.”

“I always bring them back to God.” He smiled at her with the kindly insight he displayed at such moments. “They’re always praying when I finish with them.”

James was still shouting. “Run, Sylvan!”

Sylvan scarcely heard him. All her energy was concentrated on the Reverend Donald.

“You shouldn’t have given succor to those who went counter to God’s will.” He chided her in a compassionate tone, but he held the pipe so tightly his knuckles and fingernails turned white.

“I didn’t!” She groped for a weapon, but this part of the mill had been swept clean for machinery storage.

“How could you imagine that the hammer of the Lord would fail to find you and fell you?”

Still incredulous, she stammered, “Y-you’re the hammer of the Lord?”

“Who better?”

His eyes also appeared deep and hollow in the dimness of the inner mill, but his blond hair glimmered. “You can’t be the ghost. The ghost had black hair. He looked like Rand and Garth and”—she glanced at the office where James still hollered—“James.”

“Oh, woman, thou art so foolish. You see only what you expect to see. Boot black does well to change a hair color.”

“You’re not related to them.” She glanced longingly through the twisted metal and dangling wood to the still-sunny exterior. The sun was bidding farewell to the land with long streaking rays. “You don’t look like them.”

“Don’t I?”


He chuckled with such gentle humor, she looked again at the length of pipe in his hand. She couldn’t have made such an appalling mistake. She couldn’t.

He continued in his soft, reproving voice. “But the first duke of Clairmont spread his seed liberally throughout the district, including a long-dead and easily seduced great-great-great-grandmother of mine. Others have told me I have the look of the family, and I think I pass for the duke quite well in the dark.” He planted one large booted foot on her skirt as she tried to scoot into the open, and she looked up, up to his hands. He held the pipe firmly, with both hands on one end like a bat, and he smiled with gentle reproof. “The other women thought I was the first duke of Clairmont, but you know better, so I’m afraid I’ll have to make the ultimate example of you.”
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No one in the village had seen Gail, no one had seen Sylvan, and Rand was tired and disgruntled. No wonder monks in early England took vows of celibacy. It most likely saved them years of suffering.

Grimacing, he limped toward the vicarage.

Of course, the monks probably suffered in other ways.

A fence encircled the neat cottage, and the yard inside was still fragrant with the scent of herbs and late-blooming flowers. Clover Donald, it would seem, was a gardener. Rand tapped on the door and waited irritably to have it opened. The vicar, with his everlasting nosiness, might know the location of Rand’s niece and wife, although he’d also give Rand a lecture on maintaining control of his family.

The Reverend Donald had strong views on the proper roles of man, woman, and child. He hadn’t yet come into the nineteenth century; Rand doubted he ever would, and that made the vicar uncomfortable to be around. That was why Rand had exhausted all other sources before seeking his assistance.

Impatient, he rapped again, and Clover’s quavering voice called, “Who is it?”

Surprised, Rand stepped back from the door. Country folk never demanded to know the identity of their visitors, but this was Clover Donald, the woman who feared not only her husband’s judgment, but everything else in the world. “It’s Rand Malkin,” he said.

Nothing happened; she didn’t open the door.

He sighed. “It’s the duke of Clairmont,” he said clearly and slowly. “May I come in?”

The door opened a crack, and her eye examined him. Cautiously, she swung the door wide. “Welcome, Your Grace.”

It would seem his title gained him entrance where his name did not. As it should, he supposed. The clergyman for Malkinhampsted was in a position appointed and paid for by the duke of Clairmont since time everlasting. Clover Donald damn well should understand she owed her livelihood to Rand.

Then he took another look at the bashful woman who backed away from him as if he would take a stick to her, and began explaining before he stepped across the threshold. “I need to consult with the vicar about a matter of importance. Would you get him for me?”

“He isn’t here right now, but I expect him soon.” She didn’t look at Rand when she invited, “Would you like to come in and wait?”

Obviously, she didn’t want him, but he was weary and in need. “Thank you. I will.”

The room he stepped into was the kitchen, bright with the westering sun and the smell of bread toasting by the fire.


“In here, Your Grace.”

She indicated the door to a smaller, darker room, a parlor to impress the parishioners, most likely, and on impulse, he refused. “I’ll sit here and you can make me a cup of tea, if you don’t mind.”

She gaped at him as he lowered himself into a chair by the table, then she whispered, “I don’t mind.”

Of course, what else could she say?

She put the kettle on to boil and stood watching it in such acute discomfort, he wondered how they’d ever get through this time together. “Won’t you sit with me?” he asked, knowing she might be in too much awe of him to take a seat in her own kitchen.

“No!” She shook her head vigorously. “The vicar my husband wouldn’t like it.”

“Ah.” He exhaled soundlessly, then suggested, “Maybe if we didn’t tell him?”

She gasped audibly, her eyes opening so wide he could see the whites all the way around the iris.

He held up a hand. “Forget I suggested it.”

She gulped and said, “I have to tell him everything. He says women lead men into temptation always.”

If she hadn’t been so pitiable, he would have laughed at the thought of being tempted by this limp, apathetic creature. “I think I’m strong enough to resist,” he assured her.

She didn’t seem to hear. “He says when a woman behaves in an unseemly manner, a man thinks she’s a harlot, and whatever happens to her is a woman’s fault.”

A duke couldn’t remove his vicar for being a pompous ass. If that were the case, there would be few vicars in all of England. But looking at Clover’s tear-filled eyes, Rand was very tempted. “I can’t say that I agree with that.”

“Don’t you?” She glanced around guiltily. “I have occasionally thought it harsh, but only when I’m at fault, I’m sure. The sin of rebellion will surely send me to hell, the vicar my husband says.”

Rebellion? Rand struggled to answer without vilifying her husband. “Your little sins could never drag your soul down. You’ll reach heaven before any of us.”

“Do you really think so?” Her lips parted, and she appeared to be thinking, then she said slowly, “The vicar says that when a woman doesn’t stay at home and mind her hearth as the holy writ instructs, she lays herself open to all manner of discipline and castigation.”

Studying Clover, Rand was inclined to say, Madam, your husband is not worthy to sit in judgment of half the human race. When he thought about Sylvan, and the anguish she’d found when she stepped out of the traditional role of women, he wanted to horsewhip the self-righteous ignoramus who called himself a clergyman. Reining in his fury, he said, “I think some things are better left for God to judge.”

“I think”—she hesitated as if those words were radical—“you’re right.”

He might be right, but that wouldn’t save her if she repeated this conversation to her husband. “When did you say you expected him?”

“Oh, a long time ago, but sometimes he doesn’t come when he should.” She jumped as if the shade of her husband stood over her. “I mean no disrespect. He ministers to many people, and sometimes he has to stay out all night to, um, minister to so many.”

“I understand.” The silence fell again, hard and dense as lead, and he tried to think of something, anything to chat about, that didn’t involve sin or unpure women or punishment. Rubbing his aching calves, he said, “It amazes me that after three full months on my feet, I still suffer cramps in my muscles. The ones in my hip make it difficult to walk.”

“When the pregnant women suffer leg cramps, we make them drink milk.” Clover sounded sure of herself for the first time today. Maybe for the first time in her life. “Are you drinking milk?”

“I hate milk.”

The kettle was about to boil, and Rand had been watching it longingly, but Clover whisked it off the fire. As he stared in astonishment, she took a mug from the cupboard, went to the bucket in the corner, and drew off the cloth that protected it. Brightly, she said, “I know what to serve you. Anne just delivered the milk, fresh from the cow, still warm and with the cream scarcely risen. Of course, there’ll not be as much cream for my husband if I disturb it now, but—”

“Don’t destroy your day’s cream for me,” he said feebly, but she dipped the mug into the bucket and drew it up dripping with foamy white.

She placed it on the table in front of him. “’Tis an honor to do it for the lord.”

He wanted to gag. He really did hate milk, especially milk so thick it clotted in his throat before he could swallow it. But what was he supposed to do? Knock that hopeful smile off Clover Donald’s face? She’d had too many smiles knocked off in her life. Grinning feebly, he lifted the mug, saluted her with it, and drank.

It was just as bad as he remembered, and he was containing a shudder when she said, “I’m surprised at Betty. Why hasn’t she been serving you warm milk with honey and pot herbs mixed with your breakfast and before bed?”

“I haven’t exactly told anyone about these cramps,” he admitted. “They bother me less and less. I think it’s just that I’ve walked so far today.”


“Why?” She darted a frightened look at him. “If I may be so bold?”

“I’ve spent most of the afternoon searching for my niece, who has taken it into her head to explore the estate without her mother’s permission, and my wife, who…well, I’m looking for my wife, too.”

“Oh.”

She was frowning as if uncertain of him, and he could almost hear the grinding as the conversation halted again. Unwilling to face the silence, he said, “I wouldn’t be so worried, or so fatigued, either, but Sylvan and I walked to the mill this morning.”

Clover Donald lifted her gaze full into his face. “Why?”

Smiling at her reassuringly, he said, “I’m surprised you haven’t heard the rumors. Everyone in the village knows. We’re going to reopen the mill.”

Clover staggered backward as if she’d been struck by lightning.

“Clover?” He stood up, thinking she was ill. She certainly looked ill. “Clover?”

Her mouth worked, then the quiet, pitiful little woman shrieked, “You can’t!”

“What do you…?”

“You can’t. He’ll kill you. He’ll kill you all. Don’t you know you can’t stand against his power?”

Confused and horrified, Rand asked, “God’s power?”

“No, you fool. The vicar’s. Merciful heavens, what have you done?”

 

The ghost never appeared in the daylight, but here he loomed with his foot on her skirt, and he frightened her more than he ever had in the blackness of night. Yet some corner of her mind still grappled to comprehend this—that the minister who had done so much good had also inflicted so much pain. That he waited to kill her with an anticipatory gleam in his eye. Sylvan whispered, “You can’t do this, Reverend. The Bible says—”

Drawing himself up, he thundered, “How dare you tell me what the Bible says. You have not been at university, nor have you memorized Scripture nightly, with the threat of my father’s stick over your head.” Infuriated, he lifted the pipe—and a large something fell in the mill behind him, shaking the floor. He whirled, his attention distracted.

Sylvan jerked her skirt out from under his foot. He stumbled. She sprang up and ran.

Holding her skirt high, she leaped over machinery, over boards and piles of shale. Heart pounding, she stretched out her neck like a horse trying to win the most important race of her life. She had to get out of doors. She had to free herself from the shadow of the mill. The sun struck her in the head as she neared her goal, and as she ran the sun embraced her more and more.

She was Mercury, she was Triumph, she was the living embodiment of a goddess. She jumped off the floor of the mill onto the dirt and gave a hoot of victory.

She made it! She made it, and even in a race outdoors through the gathering darkness, she had a chance of success, for she knew what he did not. Betty was coming with the villagers.

Taking a chance, she glanced behind her. He wasn’t following her.

He wasn’t behind her. He wasn’t anywhere near her. The mill stood as silent and dark as if it were empty, when she knew it was not. It held James, and the Reverend Donald…and Gail.

Gail, who had knocked something over to give her a chance to flee. Was the vicar seeking the source of the noise in the mill?

Would he find Gail? Valiant Gail, the girl he called a child of sin?

Sylvan had to go back in. Her hands turned clammy at the thought, but she’d faced worse things than a murderous preacher in her day. She’d faced the wounded at Waterloo and watched them die.

Rage blew her fear away with the force of the ocean’s breeze. She had watched men die on the battlefield, for Mother and country, and now a minister who styled himself the hammer of God had killed Garth and Shirley and crippled Nanna, and was trying to hurt her and Gail in some maniacal desire to halt the march of time. She’d seen so much of death, and like a plague, this clergyman brought more.

Leaning over the monument Gail had built to her father, Sylvan scooped up two large stones and weighed them in her hands. She didn’t want both her hands full, yet she wanted to take all the stones with her and rain them on the Reverend Donald. He deserved it.

If only she knew where he was and what he intended.

Taking her shawl from her shoulders, she laid the rocks in the middle and tied them inside. Picking it up so the rocks dangled like shot in a sling, she started to creep back.

Then she straightened her back and lifted her chin. What use was creeping when the man either stood in the shadows and watched her come or paid her no heed and sought Gail?

“Reverend Donald,” she called, trying to sound as firm as Wellington himself. “I’m coming back in. I want you to put down the pipe.” She listened for laughter and heard nothing, not even a yell from James.

That was worse than laughter.


She kept her eyes wide as she stepped back onto the floor she’d so cheerfully abandoned just a few minutes ago, but the sun’s light had ruined her vision. She shuffled along, moving from the light to dark. A giant ridge beam, the main support of the roof, leaned from the cross ties in the still existing roof to the edge of the foundation, and she used it as a guide. With her hand on the smooth oak, she groped along. She stubbed her toe on a pile of heavy shale shingles. She was blundering into a trap, but she knew well what she sacrificed, and why. She would distract the minister from his quest for Gail.

“Reverend Donald,” she called. “I can’t believe that a man of the cloth could justify killing the duke of Clairmont.” The wind whistled through the tumbled lumber. She walked on until the dark enveloped her, and she wished she could once again see the real ghost. She needed his intervention now. “You did blow up the mill, didn’t you?”

“Not to kill His Grace!”

Although she expected him, she jumped. Quickly, she turned to face the vicar as he slipped in behind her, cutting off her escape route. Her elbow struck the beam. “Ouch!” She grabbed the tingling joint, and the rocks in the shawl banged the wood, making far too much noise and frightening her more than he ever could.

His body was in shadow, but the light formed a halo around his blond head, and he looked reprovingly at the lacy white thing she held. “What do you have in your hand, my child?”

She wanted to conceal her makeshift weapon like a boy caught with a frog in church. Instead she lifted her chin. “It’s defense.”

“What good will it do you? You can’t use it. You’re too compassionate.”


His certainty made her stagger, and she wondered—could she? Could she ever inflict pain? “I would in defense of a child.”

Lifting his head, he looked around at the pile of shingles behind him, at the oak beam. “So it is Gail who remains in the mill.”

“No!”

He looked back at her. “You might as well admit it. What else would have brought you back when you had escaped?”

Through the mist of his lunacy, he saw too clearly, and she realized how desperately she wanted to save Gail. Gail had lost so much by this man’s hand; she didn’t deserve to lose her life, too. “Perhaps I returned to face a murderer.”

“It wasn’t murder, I tell you!” The jagged edge of the roof was right above their heads, and the vicar looked up into the dusky sky as if he sought divine assistance in controlling his temper. “It was God’s justice.”

A brew of anger and exasperation made her say, “I’ve heard a lot of nonsense in my lifetime, but saying that you sabotaged the steam engine and then that it was God’s justice is the worst.”

He seemed to grow taller, and in the deep, chiding voice of a minister, he said, “You have no understanding. I owe you no explanation.” He stepped toward her. “And God owes you only death.”

It wasn’t anger that etched his face, but determination, and it chilled her to realize how firmly he believed himself justified in this duty. Her fingers clenched the shawl until they ached, and she battled to maintain her aplomb. “I think you should tell me, then, why you believe you’re innocent, for if I die, I will fly to God’s side and He’ll ask why I’m there so prematurely.”


“You’re only a woman, and a wicked one at that. You’ll not have a chance to speak with the Lord.”

Rand’s deep voice said, “Perhaps you could explain this to the duke of Clairmont, who is the lord to whom you owe loyalty on earth.”

Sylvan staggered, her limbs abruptly losing vigor.

Rand had come. From beyond hope and prayer, he had come. Tears of joy sprang to her eyes, but what good were they? She might be a woman and an object of the vicar’s scorn, but she wasn’t a weakling. Swinging the shawl, she brought it up under the pipe he held and knocked it out of his hand. As it flew through the air, he grabbed for her, but she leaped back and his hand closed on thin air. She taunted, “You were right, Vicar. I couldn’t use my weapon to hurt you.”

He went for her again, but this time Rand jerked him around and clipped him under the chin with a punishing right. The vicar went down into a pile of slate roof tiles, scattering them and clattering them. James began a new barrage of yelling while Rand approached the floundering clergyman. “Tell me why you’re not a murderer.”

Sitting up, the vicar touched his swelling jaw with one finger. Harshly, he said, “I thought everyone would be at the wedding when that contraption of the devil exploded. That your brother was here, and the women, was God’s work, not mine.”

“Damn you!” Rand grabbed him by the cravat and half lifted him by the throat. “You killed him and you’re too egotistical to even feel remorse.” He hit him again and again, glorying in the crunch of tendon and bone beneath his fists.

But someone grabbed his arm. Someone said his name. “Rand, stop. Stop, Rand. You’re hurting him.”


“I know.” Rand dragged breath into his scorching, deprived lungs. “I like hurting him.”

Someone petted his face as he stood over that damnable assassin. “I know, but I can’t watch it.”

Rand looked into Sylvan’s face, and the bloodlust began to fade beneath her anxious, loving expression.

“Rand?”

She was begging him, and he closed his eyes. “All right. I won’t kill him.”

“Thank you.” She kissed his knuckles where the skin had swollen and burst. “Thank you.”

Smiling with acrid pleasure, he stroked the place in her cheek where her dimple appeared. “If not for you…”

And pain exploded in his hip. He collapsed with a cry, and the vicar staggered to his feet and kicked him again with his hard, shiny boots. Rand rolled away from the agony.

“You dare contest the wrath of God?”

“You’re not God!” Sylvan cried, flying at him with her fists, and the clergyman slapped her and sent her flying.

Rand shouted, “You’re a murderer! A madman!”

The Reverend Donald paid him no heed, stalking after Sylvan with the vindictiveness of a man who’d heard the truth and abhorred it. Rand tried to rise, but his joints, worn and bruised, rebelled and he collapsed.

The vicar stood over the prostrate Sylvan. Rand wildly sought a weapon, then crawled toward the pipe the Reverend Donald had been clasping. His fingers curled around the smooth, cool metal.

But something dropped out of the darkening sky onto the vicar’s back. He screeched and the creature hanging from his shoulders screeched, too.

Gail. It was Gail! Rand gripped the pipe, but he couldn’t throw.


The Reverend Donald bucked like a mule, but Gail dug her hands into his hair and clawed at his face. Yelling at them, Sylvan came up and caught Gail around the waist. The vicar hung on to Gail’s ankle. The little girl kicked at him with her other foot.

Rand brought himself to his feet. Relief swept him; he could still stand. Consternation rocked him; in this condition, he couldn’t avenge his brother, and he desperately wanted to. Someone had to.

He concentrated on the Reverend Donald, scarcely noticing that the sun seemed to rise again. Then he realized flames moved within the mill.

The women had come. Their men stood behind them.

From the village, the farms, and Clairmont Court, they came bearing rush torches. They held them high and moved deliberately, their accusing stares on their vicar.

He froze, looking at them as if amazed by their presence.

“Reverend,” Betty said sternly, “let go of my child.”

He released Gail, but only to draw himself up and say in a voice of disdain and command, “Stand back!”

Betty ran at them, and Sylvan pushed Gail ahead of her. Gail met her mother and Betty caught her in her arms as if Gail were a baby, swinging her up and away from the minister’s madness. Sylvan wrapped her arm around Rand’s waist, but whether to support him or to get support from him, she did not know.

The Reverend Donald spoke in a solemn tone. “You cannot halt the advance of God’s justice.”

Nanna stepped out of the crowd, a crutch under her arm and her amputated leg suspended. “’Tis not God’s justice ye’ve meted out,” she said. “But yer own.”

Gesturing grandly, the Reverend Donald said, “How dare you claim to know God’s will—you, an ignorant woman who’s never been beyond the boundaries of your own village?”

“How dare ye claim to know God’s will?” Nanna countered. “It is not for a mere man to know.”

The vicar stepped toward her. “I know, and you will all die if you resist.”

“We’ll all die eventually, anyway,” Beverly said. “But when ye help us to heaven, it’s called murder.”

“Yes, it is.” Clover Donald’s tiny voice spoke from the back, and the women cleared the way for her. “Bradley, yes, it is.”

The flames of the torches reflected in her husband’s eyes. “I might have known you would betray me, Judas.”

“Oh, Bradley.” Clover blubbered, wiping at her eyes with a lacy handkerchief. “Don’t you understand? It’s over.”

“It’s not over!” he roared.

“What are ye going to do?” Loretta lisped slightly, teeth missing from his attack. “Kill us all?”

“It’s the only way to bring this parish back into the fold.” But the mighty vicar faltered.

“Kill us all?” Nanna repeated scornfully. “Not even ye can justify that.”

James was still shouting and banging, but he stopped abruptly, and the scrape of metal sounded as someone moved the machinery back from the door. Then James, Jeffrey, and one of the village men stepped into the light.

Three more accusing faces, three more people the Reverend Donald had harmed. James cradled his fingers. Jeffrey returned to the shadows. The villager moved behind Nanna and she leaned against him.

The mill grew quiet. Only the Reverend Donald’s harsh breathing broke the silence. Night had fallen, and the torches fluttered in the breeze. He did look like the ghost now—like Garth and the first duke and, Rand supposed, himself. He also looked sick, conscious of what he’d done and how hopeless his situation had become.

He put one hand up; everyone jumped back. He paused and stared, then rubbed his hand against his ear. “What do you plan to do?”

He sounded almost meek, but Rand didn’t trust him. “What should I do with a man who betrayed the family who fostered him?”

“I didn’t owe my loyalty to you, but to the Lord.”

“You spied on me.”

“It was God who brought you to your feet at night.”

“And it was you who made me think I was mad.”

“It was God’s work I did.” The vicar pleaded now.

“No.” Sylvan stepped out of the shelter of Rand’s embrace.

“It was. It was, it was!” In fury, he smacked the slanted oak beam with his fist. Lumber, nails, and heavy shale tiles slid off the shattered roof and rained down on them in response.

The flooring shook as each heavy tile hit and broke. The women drew back. Clover sobbed out loud. The Reverend Donald spread his arms wide and cried, “Don’t worry, my children. The Lord speaks through me, and I say you are safe. Safe!”

“Safe even from you,” Rand said. “It’s a long, weary road to Bedlam, Donald, and we’d best start you on your way.”

Still posed in his all-encompassing posture, the vicar hesitated as if shocked. “Bedlam?”

Clover Donald echoed, “Bedlam?”

“He’ll go to Bedlam as a madman, or go to the gallows as one who murdered a duke,” Rand said relentlessly. “Perhaps in Bedlam they’ll have a use for his delusions.”

“Bedlam?” the Reverend Donald repeated again. “You cannot send the hammer of God to Bedlam. I will not go.” He bowed his head and wrapped his hands together under his chin in a prayerful attitude. “I am innocent!”

And a shale tile slid off the roof and smashed into the back of his head.
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Gentle hands took Sylvan by the arms and lifted her to her feet, away from the vicar’s body.

The village men stood in small groups outside the mill. The women had remained inside, and now they closed around Sylvan, surrounding her with life, cutting her off from the finality of her latest failure.

“You can’t save them all, Your Grace, especially not from a head wound like that.” Betty sounded brisk and sensible as ever.

The flickering torches had been stuck here and there, chasing the night away, but Sylvan knew the dark still waited to pounce. Then the ghost of the clergyman and of all the others who had died would return, and right now, Sylvan didn’t know if she was strong enough to throw off those clinging hands.

“Ye did all ye could.” Loretta’s face was puckered where the Reverend Donald’s club had struck months ago, but she still stood tall and confident.


Tiny Pert edged close and patted Sylvan’s trembling hand. “Not even Clover Donald stayed as long as ye have.”

Rebecca jostled Sylvan and whispered, “It’s better this way.”

“Ye can’t say it wasn’t justice,” Roz said strongly.

Sylvan nodded, still numb with the horror of losing another life. “I know it was.”

“It was almost as if Garth came back and handled it for us,” Rand said.

“Or His Grace, the first duke of Clairmont.” Beverly pulled Sylvan out from under the still-precarious edge of the roof.

Touching her aching forehead, Sylvan remembered how the ghost had once led her away from danger, then vanished before her eyes. “I felt that, too.”

Loretta said, “It felled him like a hammer to the skull.”

Gail had climbed one of the slanted beams and sat perched high above them. “He kept calling himself the hammer of God.”

“Gail, get down,” her mother commanded.

Scampering down, Gail stuck out her lower lip. “I guess he struck himself down.”

“Gail,” Sylvan rebuked.

“He deserved it,” Gail insisted. “He hurt those women, he tried to hurt you, and he k-k-killed my…my…” She burst into loud sobs. “He killed my father!”

Mortified, she tried to hide her face, but Betty and the other women rushed to the girl, petting her and encouraging her outburst.

Only Nanna remained apart, seated on a block with her amputated limb outstretched. She watched Gail and said to Sylvan, “That’s the best thing for the child. She needs to bring her grief out into the open, or it’ll eat at her guts until she loses her vitality and ghosts stalk her dreams.”

Sylvan, startled to hear her own symptoms described so accurately, slithered to the ground close against Nanna’s seat. “Why do you think that?” She glanced at Rand. He’d watched Sylvan’s frantic attempts to resurrect Bradley Donald without uttering a word, and she didn’t want him to hear. But he leaned against a post, arms crossed, and looked out into the night as if he could barely tolerate the brew of anguish and sympathy that emanated from the women.

Beyond him stood the fellow who had helped release James from his prison, and all the way outside James paced and spoke to Jasper.

Of course, they were men. This flagrant display of emotion must frighten them.

It certainly frightened her. It might be catching.

Quietly, Sylvan said, “It’s superstition, surely, to think that crying and sympathy helps ease the pain of a loss.”

“Is it?” Nanna looked at her as if she saw more than Sylvan wished her to see. “When ye cut off my leg, my body had to heal. It was swollen, and it oozed, and it hurt so bad sometimes I’d just cry.”

Sylvan winced.

“No.” Nanna refused Sylvan’s wordless sympathy. “It mended, and the pain’s mostly gone. So my body’s healed, but my mind still doesn’t always understand. That foot’s been there my whole life, and it’s taking effort to convince myself it has departed. Sometimes I think the foot is there, and try to walk on it. Sometimes it itches, and I try to scratch it. It’s the same way with Gail. Her da’s been there her whole life, and she still hears his voice, still feels his presence, and she thinks she’s going to turn around and see him.”

“Poor child,” Sylvan murmured.

“Lucky child,” Nanna corrected. “It’s well known to country folk that when a person dies, his soul is trapped on earth by ceaseless mourning. His Grace no doubt wants to come back and comfort the girl, and with each tear she sheds here, she’s releasing her father to his grave. He’ll rest now, and so will she.”

They fell silent, watching the drama of Gail’s tears and Betty’s solace, and finally Sylvan asked, “What about you? Have you cried for your loss?”

Nanna sighed. “Not yet, Yer Grace, but it’ll come in God’s good time, and then I’ll be healed through and through.”

Hunching her shoulders, Sylvan said, “I’m so sorry.”

“Fer what?”

“For doing that amputation. A doctor would have been better, but it had to be done immediately, and—”

“Why should ye be sorry? Ye saved my life.” Nanna touched Sylvan once, lightly, on the head. “I guess ye don’t want to hear it, and that’s why ye avoided me so, but I have to tell ye one time. When I laid under that beam, I thought meself dead fer sure. I knew no one could move the beam without probably crushing more of me, and I thought I would just remain there and die in agony.” Nanna lifted the stump and stared at it. Her voice quavered as she confessed, “I’ve got children, ye know, and as I lay there, I thought I would give anything to see them grow up, be strong, maybe hold their children in me lap. I’ve got a husband, too”—she pointed to the man who had released James—“my Mel. He’s an ornery old mule, but he’s my old mule, and I want to age with him. I’ll never forget how I felt when ye said ye would free me from that beam. Ye cut off my foot, and ye gave me my whole life back.”

Awestruck, Sylvan stared at Nanna. Nanna thought Sylvan had saved her life, and in a way, Sylvan had. It wasn’t the life Nanna had had before, but Sylvan felt her gratitude like salve on an old, painful wound.

“God bless ye, Yer Grace.” Nanna smiled through a tracing of tears on her cheeks. “If ye never do another thing, ye’ve earned yer place in heaven.”

“Sylvan.” Rand called her. “Jasper’s ready with the carriage.”

Mel came to help Nanna. “Ready, Ma?”

“Aye, Da, I am. Been a long, weary day.” Nanna held out her hand to him.

He took it and held it as if it were more precious than diamonds, then turned to Sylvan and bared blackened teeth.

Sylvan flinched, then held herself still as he picked Nanna up and carried her out.

“Well, I’m in awe.” Rand chuckled beside her. “I haven’t ever seen that man smile, and he smiled at you. You’ve won a slave for life.”

“I have?” Dazed, Sylvan let Rand lift her to her feet.

“You have.” He kissed her once, lightly. “Let’s go home.”

The ride back to Clairmont Court would have been silent, except for James, who sat in the backward facing seat and railed without ceasing. “Told you opening the mill was a damn fool idea. All you could think about was the people of Malkinhampsted, their needs, their hungry bellies. Never even thought that the madman might take it in his head to kill you. Then you know what would have happened?”

“What would have happened, James?” Rand tucked Sylvan tighter into his embrace and wished they were alone. Alone, he could have spoken, explained, and listened.

“I would have been the new duke of Clairmont, and I would have had to worry about the people of Malkinhampsted and their hungry bellies.” James clasped his head in his good hand. “Couldn’t have done my politics, couldn’t have traveled, couldn’t have dallied with the light skirts. Would have had to marry a proper woman, settle down, and produce a pack of brats to yip at my heels.”

“A pack of brats.” Rand thought that sounded rather pleasant.

“Realized some maniac was about when I searched for Sylvan and heard those stupid groans he emitted to frighten her.”

Sylvan sat straight up. “You heard him?”

“Of course,” James said.

“And you denied it?”

“Didn’t want to alarm you!”

Leaning forward, she gave him a light slap on the cheek. “You fool. That was one of the reasons I locked you in that office. I thought you might be the ghost stalker.”

“Oh.” James touched his cheek. “That didn’t occur to me.”

She thumped her head back onto Rand’s chest, and he massaged her shoulder.

Rand had been listening to Nanna, hearing the nuances of her comfort to Sylvan. Nanna thought Sylvan needed to grieve for some reason; Rand agreed, and he would never allow her to shut herself off from him again.

James shrugged. “Oh, well. No harm done. Just Jasper and me stalking around like a couple of melodramatic dolts, trying to guard you both, bumping into each other and eyeing each other suspiciously.”

Rand cackled, remembering Sylvan’s apprehensions, remembering his own.

Even Sylvan shook under a slight gust of amusement. “So Jasper was guarding me.”

“We took shifts once we realized. Made things easier, then.” The carriage slowed, and James had the door open almost before it stopped at the terrace stairs. He stepped out. “Don’t need to bother our mothers with the ugly facts until morning, Rand. I’ll tell ’em. You and your lady come in when you’re ready. No one’ll plague you.”

James’s prescience startled Rand, and he once again realized his cousin was more than the graceful dandy he appeared. “How will you keep our mothers restrained?”

James poked his head back into the carriage. “Going to show them my hand.” He held up his swollen fingers. “Going to tell them I’ll never play the piano again.”

“You never did play the piano,” Rand answered.

“Should take ten minutes before they realize it.” With a grin, James bounded up the stairs.

Jasper held the door as Rand helped Sylvan out of the carriage, and he grinned sheepishly when she said, “Jasper, I have wronged you. Were you protecting me all along?”

“Yes, and ye led me a fancy dance a good part of the time.” Leaning into the carriage, Jasper brought out two of the carriage blankets and handed them to Rand. “I sure wished Lord Rand had married himself a meek and mild one, but as I told ye the first time I drove ye, the dukes of Clairmont aren’t interested in good sense and comfort, only interested in struggle and challenge. Whole damned family’s mad.”


Rand leaned his head back and roared with laughter. “With a testimonial like that, I’m surprised Sylvan didn’t turn back before she even got here.”

“Ah, I knew she’d stick when she weathered that welcome ye gave her.” Taking her tiny hand gingerly in his large paw, Jasper bowed over it. “If I may be so bold, ye’re a duchess worthy of the Clairmont.”

His servant and his lady made their peace, and Rand sighed in relief to see it. Then Jasper climbed back onto the carriage. Touching his hat with the whip, he said, “As Lord James said, ’tis a lovely night to sit on the terrace. Hope ye enjoy yerselves.”

As he drove to the stables, Rand took the hand Jasper had so recently abandoned and kissed it. “You are a challenge.”

“I don’t know why Jasper says so.” She freed herself with a little jerk. “Why do they think we want to stay outside?”

“Lovely night.” He gestured up at the house where candles blazed from every window, then out at the grounds, where trees stretched beneath a gibbous moon. “Why not?”

“Because your legs are hurting you, and you should rest them.”

“You needn’t worry. The marble’s soft stone, and we’ll cover it with these.” Rand showed her the carriage blankets he held tucked under his arm.

“But you—”

Laying his finger over her lips, he said, “Trust me.”

He couldn’t see her well, but he thought tears filled her eyes, and when she blinked and turned away, he was sure of it. Turning back to him determinedly, she took his arm. “I trust you.”

“You’ll need to,” he said.


“What?” She tried to pull her hand free, but he caught it and led her up the stairs.

When they reached the terrace, someone—or a series of someones—extinguished all the lights in the lower story of the house. Was the entire household leaning against those windows, watching the drama they hoped would unfold, or were they tiptoeing away, leaving the married couple in peace to work out their problems?

“Eavesdroppers,” he said to the facade of the house, and he ushered Sylvan to the most secluded corner of the terrace. There he spread blankets and gestured to her. She settled onto the blanket neatly, tucking her skirt around her ankles and sitting with her hands folded in her lap. He stretched out beside her, close enough that their hips touched, spread a rug over the two of them to keep out the chill, and propped his arms under his head. “Look at that,” he said. “I’ve never seen a lovelier night.”

The moon produced enough light for him to see her tilt her head back, but not so much light it obscured the stars. And there were millions of those.

“Millions and millions and millions,” he said, “stretching across that blackness in patterns and paths. Where do you suppose they lead?”

“I don’t know.” She turned her head and looked from one horizon to the other, tracing the clustered length of the Milky Way with her gaze. “Perhaps we’ll follow those paths someday.”

“Someday,” he echoed. “So many stars, we could never number them. One for each soul, the old wives say.” He laid his hand on her spine. “Do you think there’s one for Garth?”

She turned to him and smiled. “I hope so.” Then her smile disappeared. “Do you think there’s one for Bradley Donald?”


“Perhaps that is his punishment. Perhaps he’ll be denied his star.”

After thinking about that, she decided, “That would be fitting.”

“Do you think there’s one for each of the lads who died at Waterloo?”

She inhaled sharply. “Would that there were.”

“I think there are. See how vigorously they twinkle? They’re twinkling just for you, Sylvan, sending a message of thanks.”

“For what?” She no longer looked at him, or at the stars, but at her hands as they smoothed the rug across her thighs.

“For trying to give them life, and for mourning them when—”

“When I killed them?”

He tugged her around until she faced him, and waited until she lifted her gaze to his again. “You didn’t kill them.”

“No.” She shoved her hair back out of her face. “I know that. Really I do. Some of the soldiers came to me so wounded, it was a miracle they didn’t die in the field. Some of them died because we didn’t know what to do to help them. God called them to His bosom, I tell myself, but if God placed me there to help them, why didn’t he give me the knowledge and the medicines for a cure? Why did they have to die like that?”

Her suffering was his, and he ached for her. He wanted to cure her, but he could only answer, “I don’t know.”

“Some of them cursed me. Most of them clung to me. None of them wanted to die. There wasn’t any resignation, and there wasn’t any dignity.” Silent, she contemplated the stars, and he held his breath, waiting. Finally, she confessed, “There was one lad…I’ll never forget him. His name was Arnold Jones. Strong as an ox, even with a bullet in his chest. Everyone thought him stupid as an ox, too, because he was nothing but a common soldier, but he wasn’t stupid. Just silent, to keep the evidence of pain and fear inside him.” She turned to him. “Not that he was a coward. He wasn’t. He was just a boy. A cat could have licked the whiskers off his chin….”

Rand realized words had failed her once more. She was too flustered to ask for succor. “Did you help young Arnold Jones?”

Now she did more than shake her head. She laughed, and laughed, and laughed, a hysterical note in her voice. He sat up in alarm. Scooting back, she raised her arm as if she expected a blow, and he conjectured that she’d been treated for hysteria before, and in the most brusque manner possible.

He clasped his hands to keep them at his side and watched as slowly, painfully, she regained control.

“Help him?” Her voice shook. “If keeping a man alive is helping him, then, yes, I did. He took an infection in his lungs. Well, the doctor who removed the bullet said it nicked one lung, so it wasn’t surprising that he…well, Arnold just wanted a soft hand to hold occasionally. He had no family, had brought himself up in the streets of Manchester, and only survived with his wits. That’s why I knew he wasn’t stupid, because he…”

She was edging away from Rand, and edging away from the story. Gradually, trying not to startle her with sudden movement, he lay down again. “So you held his hand?”

“He was so sick. I was the only one who could control him, because he was strong as an ox.” She hesitated. “Did I already say that?”


“Strong as an ox,” Rand repeated. “But you could control him with the touch of your hand.”

“And my voice. I used to sing to him.” She chuckled, but the sound cracked. “There’s no accounting for taste. The other men in the ward used to ask me to stop, but Arnold liked the lullabies and the rhyming songs you sing to a baby. It was like having my own giant baby to tend.” Drawing her knees close to her chest, she wrapped her arms around them and began rocking back and forth, back and forth.

“How long did you tend him?”

“Weeks. He was in hospital from the moment I stepped in until the moment I left.”

Rand was startled. He had thought she was going to confess a tragedy. “He was alive when you left, then.”

Tucking her knees in tight, she rocked harder. “I left one evening because I…I had to rest sometime. As soon as I came back to the hospital, I went immediately to examine Arnold. If I didn’t, no one else would, so I always made him my priority.” Her breath quivered as she sighed. “And they’d covered him with a sheet, all the way over his eyeballs. Those fools. They thought he was dead.”

He stiffened. What was she talking about? “Wasn’t he dead?”

“No, he’s not dead. Nanna was right. I see him every night, begging me to sing the rock-a-bye song.” Dropping her face into the cradle of her knees, she hid it from any chance sighting. “I don’t really remember what happened. They tell me I went a little crazy.”

Her muffled voice tantalized him. He had to know, and she needed to tell him. “Crazy?”

“I tried to revive him. Sang to him, talked to him, crooned to him.”


He thought she must be crying, but she looked up and her cheeks were dry and her chin was set.

“He’d been dead over four hours. He was already cold.”

He could scarcely restrain his horror.

Now she looked directly at him, and said, “That’s when Dr. Moreland sent me away. I was no help to him after that. I came back to England and went to my father’s house and thought about what I’d seen and what I’d done…and I wanted to kill myself. I probably would have, if Garth hadn’t come and rescued me.”

He wanted to speak, but he still had no words. How could he express his rage at her pain, his admiration of her bravery? Like a eulogy spoken over a new-made grave, any speech he might make would be barren, lifeless, inadequate.

“Now that you know, do you want me to go?”

“Go?” He croaked, then spoke more fully. “Go where?”

“Back to London or”—she shrugged—“back to my father’s house. It doesn’t matter.”

“Doesn’t matter? You want to leave me, and you say it doesn’t matter?”

“I don’t want to leave you, but I understand if you’re repulsed—”

He found himself on his feet. “Don’t you ever say that again! I am not repulsed by you or your actions. With your courage and your strength, you’re more than I deserve, but I have you and I will keep you.”

She just stared up at him as if she didn’t believe him, and he knew what he had to do.

He didn’t want to tell her. When she’d first come to Clairmont Court, he’d been at the mercy of his emotions and his disability. Then he’d stood and walked, and had become the duke of Clairmont in one dreadful event, and he thought it a sign that he had to be all the duke of Clairmont should be.

Like all the dukes before him, he’d had to be strong, in charge of everything, and most important, impregnable. He admitted to no weaknesses, because the duke of Clairmont wasn’t weak—and he’d lost Sylvan. She was sitting at his feet, but the essence of her had escaped him. He had laid a claim to her, but he knew one day he’d turn around and she’d be gone, unless he shared with her his pain and his fear. Quickly, before he could change his mind, he confessed, “I have nightmares, too.”

“You do?” Bitterly, she asked, “But what could you possibly have nightmares about?”

“Every night, I have nightmares of being confined to a wheelchair again. And every day, I wake up and think, ‘My legs won’t work.’” His heart began a slow steady thump, a thump so loud it no doubt shook the ground. He couldn’t get enough air, sweat coated his palms, but he fought to speak. “Because you know what? I never know when that paralysis will return. We don’t know what caused it, we don’t know what cured it, and we don’t know if it will return.”

“It won’t.”

He recognized her bravado from another time. From the time she’d found him holding Garth’s body. She didn’t know what she was talking about, but to comfort him she pretended knowledge. Savagely, he struck the marble wall beside him. “Pray God, it won’t! I walk too far, and my legs cramp, and I’m happy for the pain. Grateful for the ground beneath my feet. All my life I’ll live with uncertainty, but damn! It’s made me savor each step, each moment.” Squatting down, he took her by the shoulders and shook her gently. She was crying now, and he urged, “Mourn for the lads you lost. Grieve for them. Cry for them, and cry for you, too, and all the innocence you forfeited on that battlefield. Then let them fly up to the stars—Arnold, too—and twinkle. They don’t want to haunt your nightmares, Sylvan. They want to go.”

Her slow seepage of tears became a deluge, and he drew her down onto his chest and wrapped the rug tightly around her. His shirt got wet, his handkerchief got used, and he encouraged her to persist until all her sorrow was discharged. When the sobbing slowed, he said, “Sylvan, do you ever think about the people you’ve helped? The ones who walk with a limp, but they walk? The ones who can’t see, but they can speak and hear?”

“Ye…es.” Her voice wobbled pitifully.

“Do you really?”

“I try to.”

“Remember Hawthorne and Sagan? Remember how they watched over you at Lady Katherine’s house party?”

“They were nice.”

“Nice.” He snorted. “They would have killed me if you’d asked them to.”

She dug her fingers into his shirt. “I thought about it.”

“Yipe.” Carefully, he disengaged her hand, freeing his chest hairs to curl another day. “I’m glad you didn’t.” Lifting his head, he kissed her ear. “I heard what Nanna told you tonight. She’s grateful to see her children grow up. Can you imagine how grateful her children are that they still have her?”

“Maybe.” This time he nipped her ear. “Probably.” She was silent but not relaxed, and finally she stirred and asked, “Don’t you blame me for all the deaths?”

Honestly bewildered, he said, “Why would I blame you?”


“Those society women despised me so much, and I don’t think I’ll ever wash all the blood off my hands.”

“You are a fool, Sylvan Miles Malkin.” He picked up her hands and kissed each finger. “Don’t you know the newest duchess of Clairmont is following a tradition that reaches back to Jocelyn, the first duchess?”

Warily, she watched him. “What tradition?”

“Jocelyn had the mind and soul that inspired everyone, especially despicable old Radolf, to an eternal love.” Rand turned her head up to his. “Won’t you stay with me and, every morning, touch me with your healing hands? With you, I’m not afraid.”

She stared at him, trying to see the truth behind his words, but she couldn’t. The truth couldn’t be seen, only felt, and she felt the strength of his body, the profundity of his soul, the perception of his mind. They formed the whole of Rand, and Rand restored the whole of her.

She broke into a smile. “I’ll touch you in the morning if you’ll hold me in the night.”

“I promise,” he said fervently. “On your command, my duchess, I will move heaven and earth.”

 

“When are you coming home, Radolf?”

It had been a very long time since Radolf heard that voice, but he recognized it immediately. “Jocelyn?” He turned, and there she stood, looking as lovely, as healthy, as impetuous as ever.

“I’ve been waiting for you, and been very patient, too.” She belied her words with the restless tap of her foot. “I knew you wanted to assure yourself that our family will prosper, but haven’t you done enough? Don’t you think they can take care of themselves now?”

Radolf tore his gaze away from the miracle of Jocelyn to glance at Rand and Sylvan. “They can, but what about their children?”

“Their son’s already forming in her belly—can’t you see him kick?” She smiled fondly at Sylvan. “He’ll be the best of his father and the best of his mother. He’ll be fine.” She looked back at Radolf. “After that, who knows? We have a strong and fecund bloodline, we’ve proved that, with men and women who survive, regardless of the challenge. Now can’t we go home?”

She held out her slender hand, palm up. He looked at it, then around at Clairmont Court. He’d been here so long he’d almost forgotten he should be somewhere else, and it took the sight of Jocelyn to jolt his memory.

“We’ll be together always,” she said.

The promise of Jocelyn convinced him. Reaching out with his broad hand, he laid it in hers. A light began to glow where spirit met spirit; it dazzled him as it grew. “What is it?” he asked.

Jocelyn laughed, showering silver notes of joy throughout eternity. “It’s you and me—together at last. Hold on. We’ve got a long way to go.”

 

Sylvan stirred in Rand’s arms. “Did you hear that?”

“Hm?” He pulled her closer, trying to absorb her into his bones.

“It sounded like a lady laughing.”

“Yes, I heard it.” Propping himself up on his elbow, he smiled at Sylvan. “It was the angels laughing because we’re together at last.” He clasped her hand; their palms kissed. His lips touched hers; their souls kissed, and through closed eyes, he saw a glow as two stars shot from horizon to horizon and formed bright new lights in the heavens.









 








Thanks to all the nurses who served in Vietnam and saved the boys I knew.

No one who lived through that time will ever forget.
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