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Chapter One



      

      

      

      Off the coast of Ireland, late spring 1803


      

      This was not how Caroline Blacknall expected to die.

      


      

      Not that she had ever thought about it very much. Living took up too much time and energy to think about dying. But she would

         have thought it would be quietly, in her bed, after a long life of scholarship and travel and family. Not drowning at the

         age of twenty on a crazy, ill-advised pursuit.

      


      

      Caroline clung to the slippery mast as a cold wave washed over her and lightning pierced the black sky over her head. The

         little fishing boat rocked and twisted under the force of the howling wind. Waves crashed over its hull, higher and stronger

         each time, nearly swamping them completely.

      


      

      She couldn’t hear the shouts of the crew any longer, or even her own screams. All she could hear was deafening thunder and

         the crash of those encroaching waves.

      


      

      She squeezed her eyes shut and held even tighter to the mast. She dug her ragged, broken nails into the sodden wood. A splinter pierced her skin, but she didn’t mind the pain, or

         the bitter cold wind that tore through her wet cloak. It told her she was still alive, though probably not for much longer.

      


      

      Behind her closed eyes, she saw the faces of her sisters, Eliza and Anna, saw her mother’s gentle smile. She felt the tiny

         hands of her niece and nephew wrapped around her shoulders, heard her stepdaughter Mary’s laughter. Were they all lost to

         her forever?

      


      

      No! She had just begun to live again after her husband’s death a year ago. She had just begun to find her own purpose in the

         world. That was what this voyage was about, putting the past to rest and moving into the future. She couldn’t give up now.

         Blacknalls did not surrender!

      


      

      She opened her eyes and twisted her head around to see the crew of the little boat scurrying and sliding over the deck as

         they desperately tried to save the vessel and themselves. They hadn’t wanted to take on a passenger, especially a woman, but

         she had begged and bribed until they gave in. No one but fishermen ever went to the distant, forbidding Muirin Inish.

      


      

      She wagered that they would never take a “cursed” woman aboard again, if they all made it through this.


      

      Caroline tilted her head back to stare up into the boiling sky. It couldn’t be much past noon, but that sky was black as pitch,

         dark as midnight. Only jagged flashes of lightning broke through the gloom, lighting up the thick clouds and the turbulent

         sea.

      


      

      When they set out from the mainland that morning, it was gray and misty. One of the sailors muttered about the absence of

         sea birds, the silence of the water, but despite these supposed ill omens they set sail. Birds couldn’t stand in the way of commerce, and Caroline refused to be left behind. She had traveled too far to turn away now, when her

         destination was at last within her grasp.

      


      

      She had even glimpsed the famous pink granite cliffs of Muirin Inish, so close yet still so far, before those black clouds

         closed in. It was all much too fast.

      


      

      Was he there somewhere, she wondered? Did he watch the storm from those very cliffs?


      

      A crack sounded above her, loud as a whiplash, and she looked up to find that the mast, her one lifeline, had cracked. Horrified,

         she watched it slowly, oh so slowly, topple toward the deck.

      


      

      Caroline felt paralyzed, captured, and she couldn’t move. But somehow she managed to throw herself backward, tearing her numb

         hands from the wood.

      


      

      She moved just in time. The broken mast drove down into the beleaguered deck and cut a wound in the boat that swiftly bled

         more salt water. The boat twisted onto its side, and Caroline was thrown into the waiting sea.

      


      

      She had thought it was cold before, but it was not. This was cold, a freezing knife-thrust into her very heart that stole her breath away. The waves closed over her head and dragged

         her down.

      


      

      Somehow she ripped away the ties of her cloak and kicked free of its suffocating folds. She had learned to swim as a child,

         lovely summer days with her sisters at the lake at their home Killinan Castle. She blessed those days now as she summoned

         all her strength, pushed away the numb cold, and swam hard for the surface.

      


      

      Her head broke through the water, and she sucked in a deep breath of air. The hulk of the floundering boat was far away, a

         pale slash in the inky sea. The rocky cliffs of the shore beckoned through the darkness, seemingly very far away.

      


      

      Caroline kicked toward it anyway, moving painfully slow through the waves. Her arms were sore and terribly weak; it took every

         ounce of her will to keep lifting them, to not give in to the restful allure of the deep. She knew that if she couldn’t keep

         moving, she would be lost, and she couldn’t give up.

      


      

      A piece of wood drifted past her, a section of the broken mast. She grabbed on to it and hauled herself up onto its support.

         It floated toward shore, taking her with it, and all she could do was hang on tightly.

      


      

      Once it had been fire that separated her from him—burning, scarring fire and the acrid sear of smoke. Now it was water, cold

         and just as burning. It felt like the primal wrath of the ancient Irish gods that she loved studying so much.

      


      

      Caroline pressed her cheek to the wood of her little raft and closed her eyes. “This shouldn’t be happening to me,” she whispered.

         It was utterly absurd. She was a respectable widow, a bluestocking who preferred quiet hours in the library to anything else.

         She was not adventurous and bold like her sisters. How did she find herself caught in a perilous adventure straight out of

         one of Anna’s beloved romantic novels?

      


      

      But she knew why it was that she came here. Because of him, Grant Dunmore. A man she should have been happy to never see again. They seemed fated to brave the elements together through

         their own folly.

      


      

      Caroline felt something brush against her legs, something surprisingly solid. She opened her eyes to find she was not far

         from the rocky shore of Muirin Inish. She tried to kick toward it, but her legs had become totally numb and refused to work.

      


      

      She sobbed in terrible frustration. The tide was catching at her, trying to drag her back out to sea, even as land was so

         tantalizingly near!

      


      

      Above the wind, she heard a shout. Now she was surely hallucinating. But it came again, a rough call. “Hold on, miss! I’ve

         got you.”

      


      

      Someone grabbed her aching arm and dragged her up and off the mast. She cried out at the loss of her one solid reality and

         tried to cling to it, yet her rescuer was relentless. He wrapped a hard, muscled arm around her waist and pulled her with

         him as he swam for the shore.

      


      

      Caroline’s chest ached, as if a great weight pressed down on her, and dark spots danced before her eyes. She couldn’t lose

         consciousness, not now so close to redemption! She struggled to stay awake, to hold on.

      


      

      Her rescuer carried them to shore at last. He held her in his arms, tight against his chest, as he ran over the rough, stony

         beach. Caroline was vaguely aware that she was pressed to naked skin, warm on her cold cheek, like hot satin over iron strength.

         His heartbeat pounded in her ear, quick and powerful, alive. It made her feel alive, too, her heart stirring back into being.

      


      

      He laid her down on a patch of wet sand and gently rolled her onto her side. “Diolain, don’t be dead,” he shouted. “Don’t you dare be dead!”

      


      

      His voice was hoarse from the salt water, but she could hear the aristocratic English accent under that roughness. What was

         an Englishman doing on an isolated rock like Muirin Inish? What was she doing there? She couldn’t even remember, not now.

      


      

      He yanked at the tangled drawstring of her plain muslin gown, ripping it free to ease the ruined fabric from her shoulders.

         Through her chemise he pounded his fist between her shoulder blades, and she choked out the seawater that clogged her lungs.

         The pain in her chest eased, and she dragged in a deep breath.

      


      

      “Thank God,” her rescuer muttered.


      

      Caroline turned slowly onto her back as she reached up to rub the salt water from her aching eyes. The man knelt beside her,

         and the first things she noticed were the stark blue-black tattoos etched on his sun-browned skin. A circle of twisted Celtic

         knot work around his upper arm, a small Irish cross on his chest. Dark, wet hair lay heavy on his lean shoulders.

      


      

      Dazed and fascinated, she reached up to trace the Celtic cross with her fingertip. The elaborate design blurred before her

         eyes.

      


      

      He suddenly caught her hand tightly in his. “Caroline?” he said. “What the devil are you doing here?”


      

      She slowly raised her gaze to his face, focusing on those extraordinary golden-brown eyes. She had seen those eyes in her

         dreams for four long years.

      


      

      And now she remembered exactly why she had come to Muirin Inish.


      

      “I’m here to see you, of course, Grant,” she said. Then the world turned black.
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Chapter Two



      

      

      

      Sir Grant Dunmore carried Caroline gently in his arms as he climbed the steep, ancient stairs cut into the granite cliffs.

         The cold rain still pounded down from the dark sky, and thunder echoed off the stone. He had wrapped her in his discarded

         shirt, but that was quickly soaked through, and she trembled against him.

      


      

      The sea might claim her yet, if he didn’t get her warm and dry as quick as could be.


      

      Her head lay heavy on his shoulder, her heart-shaped face pale as snow. Her dark hair clung to her skin like seaweed, and

         purple circles were like bruises under her eyes. She had always been slender, like an elegant willow, but now she seemed even

         smaller, a featherweight in his arms.

      


      

      Caroline Blacknall. What was she doing here, at the ends of the earth, after so long? After the terrible things he did to her, to so many people,

         he could not imagine why she would ever want to see him again. When he had glimpsed the hulk of the damned ship from his tower

         and ran down to try to save who he could, he had never dreamed he would find Caroline in those waters.

      


      

      She let out a deep sigh and twisted restlessly in his arms. He held on to her tighter, the soles of his sodden boots slipping

         on the wet steps. “Not much farther,” he muttered against her ear, and she went still.

      


      

      He had heard that she married a few years ago, and she wore a slim gold band on her finger. What sort of husband was he, to

         send his wife out into the middle of the sea on some wild, unknown errand? He obviously wasn’t taking care of her as she deserved.

         The bastard.

      


      

      Grant laughed ruefully at himself. He had no room to criticize anyone at all. He wasn’t even able to take care of himself,

         let alone a bluestocking Blacknall woman.

      


      

      At last, he reached the top of the cliffs and turned along the twisting, narrow path that led to his home. Muirin Castle was

         cold and forbidding, no place to nurse a woman back to health, but the small village was too far away. A freezing gray mist

         had wrapped around the whole island, closing them off from the world.

      


      

      That was why he came here four years ago, wounded, scarred, trying to atone for his sins. If he hid here, he couldn’t hurt

         anyone again. He should have known the past would catch up with him.

      


      

      She said she came here to find him—and he had led her into danger once more.


      

      Her fingers suddenly tightened on his shoulder, and her eyes fluttered open. Those eyes were the same as before, deep coffee-brown

         and fringed with long inky lashes. And they still seemed to look deep inside him, seeing every cursed shadow of his soul.

      


      

      “We’re almost there, Caroline,” he said. “You’ll be warm by the fire in no time.”


      

      She said nothing, just stared up at him. She slowly raised her hand to his cheek and brushed her cold fingers over the scarred left side of his face.

      


      

      He recoiled, as if the fire that left those marks touched him again. Her hand fell away.


      

      “It’s been so long since I saw you, Grant,” she whispered. Her hand dropped to his shoulder. “Yet it feels like it was only

         yesterday. How is that possible?”

      


      

      Grant knew why that was for him—he thought of her every day of his lonely life here. But he said nothing, just held her tighter as he carried her through

         the gates of Muirin Castle.

      


      

      His home was built of dark gray stone, nearly covered by thick skeins of overgrown vines. It blended into the mist, like an

         enchanted, cursed castle in some fairy tale. The tall, crenellated towers were shrouded in fog, and no light glowed in the

         narrow, old arrow-slit windows.

      


      

      Grant pushed open the stout, iron-bound door with his shoulder and stumbled into the dim foyer. It was just as cold there

         as it was outside, with the cracked flagstone floor and stone walls. But his housekeeper, old Mrs. McCann from the village,

         stood at the top of the twisting stairs, staring down at him and his “guest” in open-mouthed astonishment.

      


      

      “Light a fire in one of the bedchambers, Mrs. McCann, quickly,” Grant shouted. He ran up the steps two at a time; Caroline

         had gone limp and silent in his arms again. “And send someone to the village for the doctor.”

      


      

      “He’s gone to the mainland yesterday,” she said. She scurried after him into the one upstairs chamber that was habitable besides

         his own.

      


      

      “Then we’ll have to nurse her as best we can,” he muttered. He laid Caroline down carefully in the middle of the cavernous old bed and pulled off her wet clothes before wrapping her in the heavy velvet counterpane. She sighed and slid

         deep under the haven of the covers.

      


      

      “But—who is she?” Mrs. McCann said. She stood in the doorway, twisting her hands fretfully in her apron.


      

      “A mermaid,” Grant said. “We need a fire, hot water, and some soup. And clean clothes for her. Now!”


      

      Mrs. McCann dashed away, and Caroline murmured in her sleep.


      

      Grant leaned over the bed to tuck the blankets closer, not even noticing the cold on his own damp skin, the rivulets of rainwater

         that dripped from his long hair down his bare back. He only saw Caroline, so pale in the huge old bed. Caroline, flown suddenly

         back into his life.

      


      

      He gently smoothed the tangled, seaweed-like hair back from her brow. Her skin felt slightly warmer under his touch, a faint

         trace of pink beneath the white marble of her cheeks. Don’t let her catch fever! Her soft, pale lips parted on a breath, and he remembered how once, so long ago, he had tasted that mouth with his own. The

         merest, lightest brush of a kiss, and yet he remembered it so much more vividly than any night of lust with any other woman.

      


      

      “Caroline,” he whispered. “Why were you out in that storm? Why does your husband not take better care of you?”


      

      “Because he is dead,” she whispered. Her eyes opened, and she stared up at him with an unfocused intensity. “I take care of

         myself.”

      


      

      He smiled at her. “Not doing a very good job of it, are you?”


      

      “I was doing all right, until today. It doesn’t seem you can take care of yourself, Grant. You’ll surely catch a cold standing there with no clothes on.”

      


      

      He gave a startled laugh. Caroline Blacknall had not changed—she was still bossy, tart-tongued, and practical. But there was something new in her eyes as well, a flash of womanly

         awareness as her gaze swept over his bare chest.

      


      

      Before he could answer, two of the footmen hurried in with buckets of coal for the fire. The maids followed with towels and

         hot water, and Mrs. McCann shooed him out of the room as they all set to work. He had never seen such efficiency in his quiet

         home before.

      


      

      At the doorway, he glanced back to see that Caroline’s eyes were closed again. She seemed to sink back into exhausted sleep

         even as the maids swathed her in towels and a clean nightdress.

      


      

      “I’m so sorry, Caroline,” he whispered as he closed the door behind him. How he wished she had not come back to him again,

         reminding him of all he could never have. All that his sins had cost him.
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Chapter Three



      

      

      

      The flames scorched Caroline’s skin, the thick smoke was acrid and bitter in her throat even from a distance. She watched helplessly

            as the old warehouse collapsed in on itself—with Grant inside.


      

      It was a dream, Caroline knew that very well. She had this dream so many times over the past few years, a vision of a frozen

         winter river embankment in Dublin and watching the fires of hell consume the night. But while it was happening, she could

         never rouse herself to reality. She was trapped, reliving that fire over and over.

      


      

      And it felt so very real, that heat on her face, the ashes that stung her eyes. The tears for a man who was lost, in so many

         ways.

      


      

      “I haven’t even started learning who I might be,” he had told her as they sat together in that freezing warehouse, kidnapper and captive bound together in the moments before

         the inferno. Bound together by an understanding that was strange and deep. “Except for my evils, of course.”


      

      Caroline couldn’t argue with the evils part. Grant had wanted to marry her beautiful sister Anna, to make Anna part of his social and political ambitions, his perfect wife for his high place in society. When Anna preferred his cousin

         and enemy, the wild Irish Duke of Adair, Grant kidnapped Anna—and accidentally caught Caroline in that snare, too.

      


      

      Yet in that moment, as Caroline stared up into his inhumanly beautiful face and saw the deep sadness of his eyes, she couldn’t

         help but reach out to him. To try to touch the heart that he claimed he no longer had. She traced her fingertips over his

         cheek, and the feel of his skin, the harsh angles of his face, were more real to her than anything.

      


      

      “I think there is more to you than evils,” she had whispered.


      

      Those beautiful golden-brown eyes had narrowed as he watched her. Very slowly, as if he fought hard against something inside

         himself, he leaned toward her and his lips touched hers, lightly, tenderly. This was not how she imagined her first kiss would

         be, with a too-handsome, kidnapping villain in a freezing old warehouse. Yet a sudden feeling of rightness shivered through her, as if this was what she had been waiting for her whole life. All her studies, all the tales of the

         fiery, forbidden passions of ancient Irish gods, could never have prepared her for the feelings of that kiss.

      


      

      She reached out for him, desperately—and then the world exploded…


      

      Caroline sat straight up in bed, gasping for breath. For an instant, she thought the smoke choked her again. She had no idea

         where she was, and a cold panic washed over her. What was happening to her? Was she going mad?

      


      

      Then she felt the softness of old velvet under her hands and the gentle heat of the fire on her face. It was the comforting crackle of flames in the grate, not the consuming inferno of four years ago. It was just a dream. That was all over and done with. But she was still in trouble, for she was sleeping in Grant Dunmore’s house.

      


      

      Caroline slid back down against the pillows and stared up at the embroidered underside of the faded canopy. Everything came

         flooding back to her then—the storm that gathered so suddenly, overwhelming the little fishing boat. Being swallowed by the

         sea, and plucked out again by Grant.

      


      

      He had carried her here, to this strange castle that looked like the dwelling of some magical ogre in an old myth. She was

         at his mercy again, miles and miles away from civilization.

      


      

      She groaned and closed her eyes, listening to the crackle of the fire and the lash of freezing rain against the narrow, old

         windows. This was what she wanted, wasn’t it? Not the near-drowning, of course, but to find Grant, to ask for his help. It

         seemed so easy, in her snug house back in Dublin. After all, that terrible drama was years ago, and she was a sensible widow.

      


      

      Not so sensible now. Grant was not the sophisticated, aristocratic gentleman that he had once been, the man all the ladies

         swooned over. The most handsome man in Dublin. He was a wild, long-haired, tattooed islander now, his gorgeous face scarred

         by that fire, his eyes hard. Whatever she had once glimpsed in them, whatever connection she once imagined, was gone.

      


      

      And she had no way off Muirin Inish.


      

      Caroline eased back the bedclothes and carefully slid her legs off the edge of the mattress. She felt battered and weak after

         fighting with the sea, her muscles sore, but she made herself climb down from the high bedstead to the floor. She wore a strange nightgown that was much too large for her,

         a voluminous tent of white flannel that flapped over her hands and pooled around her feet. Those feet were bare, the scarred

         wooden floor cold under her soles.

      


      

      Her head spun with dizziness as she stood upright, and she clung to the carved bedpost until it passed. Her chamber was large

         and dim, lit only by the fire in the stone grate, and it was full of old, heavy, dark wood furniture. It smelled slightly

         dusty and stale, as if it was not much used.

      


      

      She carefully moved across the floor, holding on to chairs and chests when she became dizzy again, until she came to the window.

         She pushed back the green velvet draperies and unlatched the old-fashioned mullioned glass casement to throw it open. A blast

         of cold, salty air washed over her face and blew away the last clinging vestige of her dream.

      


      

      She found herself looking down over a cliff face into the lashing, roiling sea far below. It crashed against the rocks as

         if it would carry the castle away, but the old stones stood firm.

      


      

      She shivered as she remembered the cold waves closing over her head. Where was the poor crew of the boat? Had they been rescued,

         too? Or was she alone?

      


      

      The chamber door flew open behind her, and she spun around to find Grant standing there. He held a lamp in one hand, and its

         flickering golden light cast shadows over his lean, ruined face and the tangled waves of his brown hair. He was more fully

         dressed now than he had been before, in a loose white shirt and doeskin breeches, but that wildness still clung to him. It

         was a part of him now; it was him.

      


      

      He had changed. He was a stranger to her. A frightening, primitively attractive stranger.


      

      “Diolain, Caroline,” he growled. “Are you trying to kill yourself with the ague?”

      


      

      He plunked the lamp down on a table and crossed the room in four long strides to catch her up in his arms. He swept her high

         against his chest and carried her back to her abandoned bed.

      


      

      “I wanted to see if the storm had passed,” she murmured as he tugged the blankets up around her again.


      

      “It hasn’t,” he said. “And it won’t, not for a few days anyway. It’s a very foolish time of year to try and cross from the

         mainland.”

      


      

      Caroline noticed that he carefully kept the scarred left side of his face turned from her. From the right, he was as beautiful

         as ever, his profile all sharp, clean, elegant angles, high cheekbone and arched brow. Yet she wanted to see all of him, the real him, as he was now. Not as he had lived in her dreams all those years.

      


      

      “The captain of the boat said the weather would stay clear long enough to reach Muirin,” she said.


      

      “Then he was a fool,” Grant said harshly. “Both because of the weather and because of the French. Haven’t you heard they patrol

         these waters?”

      


      

      “I thought that was just hysterical gossip. There’s been so much of that since the Uprising. And since the Peace of Amiens,

         we have a truce with the French, do we not?”

      


      

      The corner of his sensual lips quirked, almost but not quite, as if he would smile. “You never did heed gossip, did you?”


      

      “No. I have better things to do with my time.”


      

      “You would have done well to listen this time—and stayed away from Muirin Inish.”


      

      “Would I?” Probably she would, if she was as sensible as she thought. But she didn’t feel sensible right now, when he was so close to her.

      


      

      “You put your life at risk, Caroline.” Grant dropped a necklace onto her blanket-covered lap. It was the locket she always

         wore, a gold oval etched with a shamrock and set with tiny emeralds and seed pearls. Inside was a portrait of her namesake,

         Anna’s new baby Caroline, called Lina.

      


      

      “Your child would have missed you,” Grant said quietly.


      

      Caroline opened the locket to stare down at Lina’s painted blue eyes and soft golden curls. The tight gold lid had protected

         the image. “I only have stepchildren, who are all grown and married now. Lina is my niece, Anna and Conlan’s baby.”

      


      

      Grant’s shoulders stiffened at the mention of their names. Anna, whom he had once hoped to marry.


      

      “Did you not know about their children?” Caroline asked him gently. “They have two now, Daniel and Lina.”


      

      “We are very isolated here. I know nothing of anyone now, and that is the way I prefer it.”


      

      His tone was cold, abrupt, yet some imp living deep inside Caroline made her argue. That imp always did get her into trouble.

         “But don’t you even want to know…”

      


      

      Suddenly his hands were hard on her shoulders, pressing her back down onto the bed. He was strong now, his body all lean muscle and heated power. His face was hidden in deepest shadow, but his eyes burned into her.

      


      

      “I want to know nothing,” he said fiercely. “I came here so I could be alone and forget. Why have you come here, Caroline?

         Why do you torment me?”

      


      

      She couldn’t breathe. Her heart pounded, louder than the stormy thunder outside. His nearness sizzled through her, and all she knew was him. The hard heat of him, the clean, smoky-brandy smell of him. It felt more intimate than any of those hurried encounters with

         her husband in the darkness of their marriage bed.

      


      

      He seemed to feel something of that heat, too. His hands turned gentle on her shoulders, sliding down her arms to take her

         hands. His fingers, rough and callused now but still long and elegant, twisted with hers. He held her against the bed as he

         slowly lowered his forehead to rest against her shoulder.

      


      

      His hair was soft on her throat, his breath cool against her bare skin. She kissed his temple and felt the vital pounding

         of his life’s blood against her lips.

      


      

      “Why, Caroline?” he whispered, his voice filled with rough torment. “Why are you here?”


      

      “Because I had to see you again,” she said simply. “I just had to. That’s all.”
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Chapter Four



      

      

      

      Grant stared down at her in silence for a long, tense moment. Caroline suddenly felt nervous. What had she really gotten herself

         into, coming here to Muirin Inish? She was so far from everyone she knew, anyone who could help her, and any number of dangers

         could lurk here.

      


      

      She had to remember why it was so necessary to come here. Why she couldn’t stay away.


      

      “I think you should get some sleep now,” he said. His voice was gentle, which only made her feel more nervous.


      

      His hands slid away from her, and he started to turn away, but Caroline reached out and grabbed his hand. She didn’t know

         why she kept him there. She had so much to think about, plans to make now that she was trapped here on the island. And she

         definitely couldn’t think with him standing so close, clouding her senses, making everything so topsy-turvy.

      


      

      “Grant, wait,” Caroline said. “I didn’t mean to trespass on your hospitality. I was only going to come here, ask you what

         I needed to ask, and leave on the next tide. I never meant…”

      


      

      A crooked smile touched his sensual lips, and for an instant, he seemed like the old Grant Dunmore. Handsome, charming—careless.

         But then it vanished, and he was that hard, wild stranger again.

      


      

      “You didn’t mean to use your Blacknall witch-woman powers to summon the storm?” he said. “I’m surprised to hear that.”


      

      He glanced down at her hand on his, and she suddenly realized that she still held it tightly. Flustered, she let go, and he

         stepped back from the bed. He crossed his arms over his chest, still watching her warily, as if he didn’t know what she might

         do next.

      


      

      Caroline wasn’t sure what she would do, either. Ever since she had decided to come to Muirin Inish, she hadn’t been quite

         herself.

      


      

      “I do study ancient tales of magic,” she said. “But I haven’t yet mastered the spells for myself.”


      

      “Only a matter of time, I’m sure.”


      

      Caroline pleated the edge of the sheet between her fingers. “That’s why I came here.”


      

      “I don’t know any magic to teach you.”


      

      She laughed. She feared that he had far too much he could teach her—about sex, need, the rawness of life. All the things she

         had always tried to keep at bay by living in her mind, in a historical world that had vanished except for the stories. It

         was safer that way. But to get what she needed from her work now, she had to face Grant.

      


      

      “I want to see The Chronicle of Kildare,” she said.

      


      

      Grant gave a surprised bark of laughter. “And you had to brave the stormy seas for that? A letter would have sufficed.”


      

      “Would you have answered a letter I sent? Would you even have read it? Our last meeting was not a very congenial one.”

      


      

      “I suppose it was not, considering I had just kidnapped you and locked you up in a cold warehouse.”


      

      “So you do remember.”

      


      

      A muscle tightened along his square jaw, the only sign of any emotion. “Every day. And you are right—I probably would not

         have answered a letter. I don’t exactly maintain a correspondence here.”

      


      

      “Then perhaps you remember another time? That dinner party at your house in Dublin, when you showed me The Chronicle in your library.”

      


      

      “You are surely the only lady in Dublin who could have appreciated it. You seemed awestruck, as if someone had handed you

         a jeweled crown.”

      


      

      Caroline closed her eyes and pictured that night, felt again the soft leather of the book’s cover as Grant placed it in her

         hands. The Chronicle of Kildare, a history of the land written and illuminated by Brother Michael of the St. Ceolach monastery right here on Muirin Inish

         in the 900s, carefully protected over the centuries from Vikings, Cromwell’s soldiers, and enemies of all sorts who would

         use its beautiful words for ill. She had half-thought its existence must be a legend, for few scholars had ever seen it and

         even fewer had read it.

      


      

      There were only three copies in existence. One had belonged to a French nobleman who died in the Revolution, and his book

         disappeared. The other was only a partial copy and was locked up and jealously guarded at Trinity College, with only a privileged

         few allowed to see it. They had constantly refused Caroline’s many requests, despite her husband’s reputation as a scholar and position as a graduate of the college.

      


      

      The third copy was Grant’s, which she had glimpsed all too briefly that night in Dublin. She desperately needed to study The Chronicle to complete her own work. He was her only hope.

      


      

      She opened her eyes to look at him. He still stood there in the shadows, his cool expression unchanged.


      

      “It was more beautiful than any jewel could be,” she said. And she had been foolish enough to think that any man who owned

         and loved such a book could not be bad. He could not be the cold, ambitious man that rumor claimed. A man who cared only for

         wealth and position, who used and discarded dozens of women—or so they said.

      


      

      She thought she glimpsed a tenderness in him that night, a yearning for beauty and truth that matched hers. But she had been

         proven horribly wrong. She knew better than to trust him again.

      


      

      Yet she needed The Chronicle, and he was the only way to get it. If she could only banish the weak spot she still had for him.

      


      

      “I need to study it closer,” she said. “I have been working on writing a history of Ireland through the old legends for many

         months now. The Chronicle is such a vital source that my work can’t be complete without it.”

      


      

      “It must be for you to come so far. To face me again.”

      


      

      “Yes. I also have research to do in the islands, old sites to visit and study. But I would not have come here if the book

         wasn’t so important.”

      


      

      “I’m very sorry to disappoint you then.”


      

      Caroline’s heart sank. She was so close! Could he possibly turn her away now? “Disappoint?”


      

      “The Chronicle of Kildare can’t be seen by anyone now.”

      


      

      “What?” she cried. “Has it been destroyed?”


      

      “It can’t be seen,” he said again, and she could see by the hard look in his eyes that was all he would say. And he would

         not be moved. “You can study the other books in my library; there are a great many of them there. There’s little else to do

         until the weather clears and you can leave Muirin Inish.”

      


      

      Caroline sank back against the pillows. Her head pounded, and the room whirled around her. Everything suddenly seemed far

         too much.

      


      

      “Will the weather clear soon?” she whispered.


      

      “I hope so. I’m expecting visitors any day now.”


      

      “Visitors?” Caroline said in sharp surprise. What sort of visitors could such a recluse have, besides unwelcome ones like

         her?

      


      

      “And you don’t want to be here when they arrive.” Grant abruptly turned away from her and strode to the door. “You need to

         sleep now. You’re still ill. Tomorrow Mrs. McCann can show you the library.”

      


      

      “Grant,” she called as he opened the door. “I haven’t come this far just to give up now. We will speak of this again, and

         again and again, until you see things my way.”

      


      

      The old smile appeared again, fleeting and heart pounding. It made her shiver. How could he still affect her that way, after

         all that happened and all the time that lay between them?

      


      

      “I would expect nothing less from a famously stubborn Blacknall woman,” he said. “But surely you have learned by now, Caroline,

         that I am just as tenacious when I want something. Believe me—not seeing The Chronicle and being gone from here as quickly as possible is for your own good.”

      


      

      Caroline slammed her fist down on the mattress in sudden fury. She had been told all her life things were “for her own good,”

         by her parents, her sisters, her husband. It was always things that she did not want, things that went against her own will,

         her own nature. She was sick of it, and she wouldn’t take it from Grant Dunmore.

      


      

      “Grant, come back here and listen to me!” she cried.


      

      “Good night, Caroline,” he said, and closed the door firmly behind him. To her shock, she heard a key turn in the lock, and

         her anger flared even hotter. The villain had trapped her in this chamber, just as he had in that warehouse.

      


      

      She threw back the blankets and swung her legs off the side of the bed. When her feet touched the floor, another wave of dizziness

         hit her, and she staggered back. He was right—she was still too ill and weak to fight him. She needed a good night’s sleep.

         But tomorrow would be a different story. Tomorrow she would get her strength back, and she would fight him with everything

         she had.

      


      

      For now, she contented herself with throwing a pillow as hard as she could at the door. She crawled back onto the mattress

         and curled up on her side as sleep crept in to claim her.

      


      

      “This is not over, Grant,” she whispered. “I promise you that.”
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      Grant heard the dull thud of something hitting the door just above his head. Nothing shattered or exploded, and there were no shouts or screams—tantrums didn’t seem to be Caroline’s style. But he could still feel the blistering heat of

         her anger even through the thick wood.

      


      

      Good. He wanted her anger. It was better than her pity.

      


      

      He leaned his forehead against the door and listened for any more sounds from the room beyond. There was the rustle of the

         bedclothes, a few incoherent murmurs, then silence.

      


      

      He closed his eyes and imagined Caroline lying there in the center of the big bed, her dark mermaid’s hair spread out in waves

         over the pillows, the pale skin of her throat and shoulders against the white gown and the dusky coverlet. In his vision,

         she was neither angry nor pitying. She smiled, a joyous, glorious smile, and held out her arms to him in welcome. He slid

         into the haven of her embrace and inhaled deeply of her sweet perfume as she kissed him.

      


      

      All forgiven, the past forgotten.


      

      He opened his eyes and stared blankly at the locked door. The old wood might as well be vast thickets of thorny forests and

         fire-breathing dragons for all that lay between him and Caroline Blacknall. That vision would never in a thousand years come

         true. She would never forgive him, and he didn’t deserve it.

      


      

      Now she was a woman, the promise of her almond-shaped dark eyes, high cheekbones, and her wide, sensual mouth grown into real

         beauty. Not the fashionable blond perfection of her sister Anna, but something elegant and unique. And her mind seemed as

         cool and determined as ever, despite what she had suffered on the sea.

      


      

      She wanted The Chronicle. As much as he wanted to give her anything she asked for, anything to make her leave Muirin Inish and never return, he couldn’t

         give her the book. He just had to distract her until she could get off the island. And if he remembered correctly, the best way to

         distract Caroline Blacknall was with a library.

      


      

      He smiled reluctantly when he remembered that party at his Dublin house, where he found Caroline hiding in the library. Her

         face glowed as he showed her his treasures, the things he shared with few people—especially when he placed The Chronicle in her hands. None of his mistresses had ever been so excited when he gave them diamonds and expensive carriages as Caroline

         was to hold that book.

      


      

      So he would pile volumes and volumes in front of her until she could see nothing else of what was happening on Muirin Inish.

         He had work to do—and she had to be gone before it all came together.

      


      

      He pushed away from the door and hurried down the twisting, worn stone stairs to the library below. The room was a vast space,

         full of shifting shadows that curled around the corners and twisted up to the beamed ceiling. The fire had gone out, and the

         place was bone-chilling cold. Grant quickly lit the lamp on his desk near the tall, narrow windows and went to work.

      


      

      He cleared all his papers and letters from the locked drawer. Surely nothing so flimsy as a lock would keep Caroline out.

         She was probably only still in her locked chamber because she was utterly exhausted. He would have to take care to hide the

         documents very well, especially those in French.

      


      

      He piled them up along with a few books he would rather she didn’t see, but one paper wasn’t where it should be.


      

      “Damn it all,” Grant muttered as he knelt down to dig into the recesses of the drawer. It was not there. He turned out the other drawers, dumping out sticks of wax, bottles of ink, and ledger books onto the faded carpet.

      


      

      “Blast!” He pounded his fist on the floor—only to see it flutter from the drawer before him. How could he be so careless,

         after everything? He wasn’t paying attention to his business.

      


      

      “Sir?” a tiny, frightened voice said. “Is that you?”


      

      And he was careless again. Usually no one could creep up on him at all. He was too distracted.


      

      Grant rose from behind the desk to see that it was the young housemaid Maeve who hovered in the doorway. She held a candle

         high in one hand, its flame casting an amber glow over her round face. Her skin was pale beneath the copious freckles, her

         eyes wide and startled.

      


      

      It had been thus ever since the terrible tragedy of Bessie, the maid who took a tumble from the tower—or was pushed from it.

         One more black sin to his name. Now everyone was even more frightened of him than before.

      


      

      “Yes, Maeve, what is it?” he said, more brusquely than he intended.


      

      Her eyes widened even more. “I just—Mrs. McCann said I should light a fire in here, in case you wanted to read later. It’s

         been even damper than usual.”

      


      

      “I’m almost done for the evening. You can go now.”


      

      “Yes, sir.”


      

      She started to turn away, but froze when Grant called out, “Has anyone been cleaning around my desk of late?”


      

      “Oh, no, sir,” the maid answered in a trembling voice. “You said we shouldn’t. I just dusted the tables and some of the shelves,

         sir, like Mrs. McCann told me.”

      


      

      “Did you happen to move any papers while you were dusting?”


      

      “No, sir. Did I do something wrong?”

      


      

      Feeling like an utter bully, Grant shook his head. “Not at all, Maeve. You can go now.”


      

      She scurried away, and Grant kicked at the desk leg in frustration. One false step and they could all tumble down into disaster.


      

      He thought of poor Bessie falling from the tower, and for a terrible instant, it was Caroline’s face he saw, her dark hair

         streaming behind her as she fell to the sea. Her scream he heard.

      


      

      “I will protect you, Caroline,” he said. “This time I will protect you. Whether you like it or not.”
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Chapter Five



      

      

      

      The sound of someone singing out of tune pulled Caroline from her dark sleep. At first she thought it was just another strange

         dream, like all the others that had plagued her through the long, restless night, dreams of drowning and lightning and Irish

         gods with bronze-brown hair. Maybe it was a siren singing on the rocks below?

      


      

      Caroline pried her eyes open and rolled over to find no such thing. It was only a housemaid in a plain brown dress and white

         mobcap, who knelt by the grate raking up the ashes and singing.

      


      

      “And who are you me fair pretty maid, and who are you, me honey? I am me mother’s darling!” she warbled softly along to the

         scrape of her brush on the hearth stones, oblivious to the room around her.

      


      

      It was the most wonderfully ordinary thing Caroline had seen since she arrived in this unreal, spooky place. There were real people here, not just ghosts! Not just Grant Dunmore with his hard, haunted eyes.

      


      

      She stretched out on her back to listen to the maid’s tune, one of her own favorite Irish folk songs, and stared up at the canopy above her head. A pale gray morning light was beginning to creep in at the window, heralding the end of the

         long night, but there was still the staccato patter of the rain against the glass and the rumble of the thunder in the distance.

         The storm was not yet over.

      


      

      The green velvet canopy and bed hangings were old and faded, yet Caroline could make out the patterns of the gold embroidery,

         the entwined forms of dragons and flowering vines. If she stared too long, she feared their twisting shapes would creep down

         to wrap around her and trap her there forever.

      


      

      She had to escape from Muirin Inish, which she started to fear was cursed, just as the villagers in the mainland inn had told her when they heard her destination. You can’t go there, miss, they protested in horror. There are demons and evil spirits!


      

      Caroline laughed them away. Evil spirits only lived in the old tales that she loved to study. Muirin Inish was only an island,

         a lump of rock where once there was a monastery and a church, a great pilgrimage site. Now—well, now, she feared she should

         have listened a little closer to their warnings.

      


      

      The maid’s song ended, and Caroline turned her head to see the girl had laid fresh fuel in the clean fireplace and was gathering

         up her bucket. Surely she wouldn’t leave Caroline alone just yet!

      


      

      “Are you already finished?” Caroline asked. She sat up in bed, gathering the rumpled blankets around her.


      

      “Oh, miss, you startled me! I thought you were sleeping,” the girl cried. She dropped her bucket with a clatter, and powdery

         gray ash spilled out. “Now Mrs. McCann will box my ears for sure.”

      


      

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” Caroline jumped down from the bed and hurried over to kneel beside the maid

         and inspect the damage. “Surely we can clean it up so no one will know?”

      


      

      As the maid watched with wide eyes, Caroline caught up the brush and tried to sweep the spilled ashes into a pile. She only

         seemed to scrub them deeper into the threadbare old hearth rug.

      


      

      “Obviously I am hopeless at this,” Caroline said. She pushed her tangled brown hair back from her eyes and stared down ruefully

         at the mess. “I certainly don’t want to be the cause of trouble for you.”

      


      

      The maid laughed and took the brush away to start sweeping herself. Caroline saw that she was quite young, surely no more

         than fifteen, with a very freckled nose, blue eyes, and dark red curls escaping from under her crooked cap. A dark smudge

         marred her cheek, and her apron was dusty.

      


      

      The efficient housekeeper at Caroline’s girlhood home at Killinan Castle would never let a maid like that out of the kitchens,

         but she had a nice smile and seemed so normal. After the shipwreck and meeting Grant again, Caroline craved a bit of normal.

      


      

      The girl shook her head. “There’s not many who’ll come work here at the castle, miss. They’re all scared of the master, of

         the ghosts. Mrs. McCann has to take what she can get, even if it’s only me.”

      


      

      “Have you seen any ghosts here, Miss…?”


      

      “I’m Maeve, miss, Maeve Kinley, and I haven’t seen any such thing.” Maeve seemed rather disappointed about that. “I’ve heard

         things, though, especially since poor Bessie died.”

      


      

      “Bessie?”

      


      

      Maeve frowned, and for the first time, a shadow flickered over her open expression. “I shouldn’t have said anything about

         that.”

      


      

      Caroline was most intrigued. This place seemed so full of mysteries and tales, even more than one of the romantic books Anna

         loved, which boasted dark foreign villains, ruthless smugglers, virtuous heroines, and crumbling ruins by the dozens.

      


      

      “You can tell me,” Caroline whispered. “I won’t tell a soul. Surely if I’m to be trapped here until the storm clears, I should

         know of any ghosts to beware?”

      


      

      Maeve glanced at her uncertainly. “I don’t think it’s ghosts you need to beware—not just ghosts, anyway. And if Bessie’s spirit is here, I’m sure she wouldn’t hurt anyone. She’d just be sad, miss.”

      


      

      “Who is, or was, Bessie then?”


      

      “She was housemaid here before me. She was the daughter of a farmer from the mainland, and she was lonely when she came here

         to work. She would come into my mum’s tavern in the village on the other side of the island, and we got to talking. She was

         nice, but quiet-like. Sad, like I said. And then…”

      


      

      It was like one of Anna’s novels. Sad heroines in black castles. Somehow Caroline was sure that she wouldn’t like the end to this

         tale, but she felt compelled to hear it nonetheless. “And then?”

      


      

      “She died, miss,” Maeve whispered. “During a storm just like this one. She fell from the tower down onto the cliffs. Or at

         least they say she fell.”

      


      

      Caroline shivered in a sudden rush of trepidation. “You mean she was—pushed?”


      

      “Mick, who was a footman here and Bessie’s beau, he got to drinking at my mum’s one night, and he said she wouldn’t have jumped

         like that. Not being a good, religious girl like she was. He said…” Maeve glanced over her shoulder, as if to be sure no one

         listened, and then hurriedly whispered, “He said Bessie was afraid of something.”

      


      

      “Like what?” Caroline whispered back.


      

      “He didn’t know. But he thought it had to be the master. There have been such wild tales, miss, ever since he came here all

         those years ago, all scarred like that. And he prowls the beaches in the middle of the night like he’s watching for something.”

      


      

      Caroline closed her eyes, and a sudden vision flashed in her mind. Grant stalking along the ramparts of a tower, lightning

         sizzling in the sky above him, a dark cloud whipping around him as he came near a girl who shrank back against the stones.

         He reached for her, and she cried out…

      


      

      Just as Caroline had when the warehouse caught fire.


      

      She opened her eyes and curled her trembling hands into tight fists. “Do you believe such tales, Maeve?”


      

      Maeve shook her head, but Caroline could see the shadow of doubt still lingering in her eyes. “Mick was drunk, miss, and grieving.

         He went away to work on the mainland, and Bessie was buried in the churchyard. The vicar said it was all an accident, and

         no one else has proved anything else.”

      


      

      “And that’s why you came to work here? Because you don’t believe the stories?”


      

      Maeve shrugged. “My mum didn’t want me to take the job, but there’s no others to be had on the island and we need the money. I have brothers and sisters, my da was a fisherman who died at sea, and the master pays very well. I’ll say

         that much for him.”

      


      

      “But you see—Bessie sometimes?”


      

      “Oh, no, miss. I just hear things sometimes, like voices behind the walls. And once I saw a flash of light on the tower walkway…”


      

      “Maeve!” a stern voice said. Startled, Caroline twisted around to see a tall, hard-faced old lady clad in a black, silk gown

         standing in the doorway with a tray in her hands. It had to be the ear-boxer, the housekeeper Mrs. McCann.

      


      

      “There is no time for gossip, Maeve. You still have the fire to do in the library and the drawing room to dust,” Mrs. McCann

         said.

      


      

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. McCann,” Maeve stammered, stuffing her brushes and rags back into her bucket. “I’ll see to it right away.”


      

      Caroline slowly rose to her feet. She was still dazed from hearing Maeve’s dramatic tale, but she tried to be as dignified

         as possible in her oversized, borrowed nightgown.

      


      

      “It was my fault,” Caroline said. “I asked Maeve about the history of the castle and distracted her from her work.”


      

      Mrs. McCann’s flinty eyes narrowed as she plopped her tray down on a table. “You can read about all that in the library, my

         lady, where I am to take you once you have finished your breakfast. The books will tell you a great deal more than some silly

         housemaid.”

      


      

      Maeve bobbed a hasty curtsy and dashed from the room. Caroline’s curiosity still burned about Bessie and all the island tales

         about Grant and his life here. She had the feeling Mrs. McCann would not be nearly as forthcoming as Maeve. Whatever her reasons for taking a position here, she was obviously a well-trained housekeeper.

      


      

      “So I’m to be allowed to see the library?” Caroline said. She sat down at the table as Mrs. McCann poured out a cup of tea

         and uncovered bowls of porridge and racks of toast.

      


      

      “As soon as you eat and I send up some clothes for you, my lady,” the housekeeper answered. “You’re to be allowed to go anywhere

         you like, within reason.”

      


      

      “That’s very generous of Sir Grant,” Caroline murmured, thinking of the way he locked her in last night. Perhaps she was not

         meant to be a complete prisoner after all.

      


      

      “I wouldn’t recommend going beyond the main rooms, my lady,” Mrs. McCann said. As Caroline set about buttering her toast,

         the housekeeper inspected the fire and the dressing table where Caroline’s borrowed brushes were laid out. “The library and

         drawing room should be fine once Maeve does her duty and airs them out, and I’ll have the dining room set to rights. But little

         else is fit to be seen. We simply haven’t the staff to keep this place presentable for surprise guests.”

      


      

      And yet Grant had said he was expecting company. Very odd. “What about the tower?”


      

      Mrs. McCann gave her a sharp, frowning glance. “The tower, my lady?”


      

      “It looks most intriguing.”


      

      “It’s quite derelict, my lady. No one goes there, not even Sir Grant.”


      

      “I see. And where is my host today?”


      

      “Sir Grant has gone to the village. He probably won’t return until evening, if then. He never informs us as to his plans.”


      

      Caroline looked at the window, where the rain still pelted the glass. It had to be past midmorning now, but all she could

         see was steely-gray sky. “He went out in this?”

      


      

      “If one waited for the rain to stop before one went out on Muirin Inish, my lady, everyone would stay inside all the time.”

         Mrs. McCann strode back to the door, the keys at her sash jangling. “If that is all, I will leave you to your breakfast while

         I arrange for bathwater and clothing to be sent up. Maeve can change the bed linens while you’re in the library so she won’t

         annoy you with her prattle.”

      


      

      Once she was gone, Caroline took her teacup with her to the window and peered out. There were still the jagged rocks and wild

         froth of the ocean far below, even more stark and cold in the light of day. She could see nothing of the horizon through the

         mist. It was as if the world had vanished, leaving only the enchanted land of Muirin Inish.

      


      

      She twisted her head to the side and glimpsed the tower at the edge of the house. Its ramparts were also wrapped in the mist,

         like bits of ragged gray silk caught on the old, crumbling stones. It seemed the ideal place for a sad ghost to haunt.

      


      

      Caroline trembled and turned away from the tower. She had always been drawn in by a dramatic tale, beginning with her nanny’s

         childhood stories of ancient Irish heroes, gods, fairies, and witches, the more blood and tears the better. She’d never been

         able to escape that fascination with tragedy and grandeur, so different from her own quiet, studious life.

      


      

      It was that fascination that led her to working on her book, and to Muirin Inish—and back to Grant Dunmore. But she had to

         remember her work now, The Chronicle. It was her reason to be here, not ghost stories. And definitely not Grant Dunmore’s golden-brown eyes.
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      “And here is the library.” Mrs. McCann threw open the double doors. “No one comes here except Sir Grant, so I fear it is a

         bit musty.”

      


      

      Her tone said that she was quite suspicious of anyone who would want to spend their time in such a place, but Caroline barely even heard. She drifted past the housekeeper into

         the vast, enticing room.

      


      

      The library was dark and full of drifting shadows. The heavy brown velvet drapes at the windows were drawn back, but very

         little light filtered through the grimy glass. The fire in the grate drove away some of the chill and cast a small circle

         of brightness over the worn chairs and settees gathered close to it. The carpet underfoot was so faded that the colors couldn’t

         be deciphered, and there were no paintings on the paneled walls, only a seascape over the fireplace.

      


      

      Caroline remembered Grant’s elegant library in Dublin, where glass cases were filled with glorious ancient treasures. That

         was where she first saw The Chronicle of Kildare, nestled among the sheen of gold and amber objets d’art.

      


      

      There were no cases of treasures here. Only books. Shelf upon shelf of wonderful books, so high that there were ladders and

         stools to reach them. Caroline ran her finger over the leather binding of one volume, feeling the softness of it under her

         touch, the supple pliability that said it was well read.

      


      

      “Are you sure you won’t work in the drawing room, my lady?” Mrs. McCann said. “The footmen can fetch whatever you need from

         in here.”
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