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Historical Time Travel Sensual Romance

The hostess of the Grande Ball to unveil the museum's renovated plantation, Emma Browning never suspects a mysterious mirror will whisk her back in time to 1725 New Orleans. Neither does she expect to find herself engaged to a total stranger. Emma is unable to explain her sudden appearance to this breathtaking, handsome man’s life and Devon Chandler would rather believe Emma is the bait in a conspiracy to destroy him, than in her outlandish claim she is from the future!

Join Emma and Devon as they discover their awakening love only to face its destruction when Devon's enemy kidnaps Emma. She escapes her captor but falls prey to the evil and powerful Andre La Pointe. To protect Devon and their unborn child, Emma agrees to marry the man she fears!

Forced into a deathbed marriage, Emma refuses to give up and battles time to reclaim Devon's love. Love now buried in betrayal to save the man too stubborn to see the truth.

A Dance in Time will carry you on a journey as unique as the love found in the realms of time!
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A DANCE IN TIME


Prologue


[image: ]




Seeking a moment of solitude, Emma closed the door of the book-lined study. Her fingers moved over the thick mahogany paneling as her gaze feasted on the warmth penetrating the masculine room. “I’m really here....”

Closing her eyes, she thought of her boss and the pain she heard in his voice. Of all the times for him to break a leg. How many steps did he fall down? Emma groaned at the thought of falling down any at all.

Heavens, the most significant event in decades...and he’d just dropped the entire affair in her lap. Sleeping Oaks was a curator’s dream. The enormity of it all still astounded her. The plantation was only one part of the massive trust willed to the museum over a century ago. Even though she managed most of the financial holdings, Emma found the details slightly vague...and unorthodox. No one would ever question the established guidelines that controlled the handling of the trust. The interest alone is the financial pillar for the museum, one that would remain even after the elusive heir regains control.

The trust’s instructions were being carried out; all her prying didn’t appease her curiosity. Like now, Sleeping Oaks was finally restored to its original state, everything per the instructions, from the wallpaper and drapes to the gardens and furniture. Even the original furniture, stored by the museum all this time, remained in perfect condition. The dates were explicit, and the continuation of the museum’s financial support hung on unveiling the plantation at the Ball taking place tomorrow evening.

Her arrival last week preceded the furniture by a day. Unloading and uncrating the multitude of elegant furnishing and glassware proved to be a Herculean task. The approaching deadline of tomorrow evening left her in a frayed state of apprehension. Thankfully only a few items remained to be unpacked and placed in the rooms. The flowers would arrive this afternoon to finish the ballroom’s decorations.

In a fanciful curtsey, Emma bowed to the room. “Tomorrow you will shine once again, my lady.”

Sleeping Oaks became that to her—the grand lady. The costume ball initiating the historical claim of the plantation would complement the pageantry of the past. Larger than she ever imagined, every room felt like a journey back to a more gracious era. A few captured her romantic heart more than she’d like to admit.

This study was one of her favorite rooms. Set within the luxurious matted wallpaper were gold filigree leaves spiraling up like wild ivy. The room’s dark forestry of colors was in sharp contrast to the majority of the summery hues throughout the house. The room flooded her senses with its masculine bounty. One wall, from ceiling to floor, held precious first editions, a collection most museums would drool over. The massive rosewood desk with its green-shaded oil lamp was without a sign of age.

The condition of every antique article wasn’t the reason her brows drew together in consternation; Emma felt the power of the man. Somehow the elusive dark figure hovered in the sun-filtered shadows...just beyond her reach.

She shut her eyes and breathed deep, taking in his scent. It existed even before the furniture and his possessions arrived. A fresh, open charisma, enveloped in the lush tropical earth, with a touch of pine where no pine existed, and leather, worn and rich in worked oils that clung to a man’s pants after riding his thundering steed.

Shivering, she forced her eyes open. She’d felt and sensed it all since arriving here. The study held the most potent force of its past occupant. So vital and alive were her feelings, they frightened and saddened her in the same shuddering breath. Emma hid her growing awareness of Sleeping Oaks, but pretending the images and sensations were due to her frantic pace didn’t make them grow any weaker. The cruel loneliness and sense of loss capturing every waking and sleeping moment defied all logic.

Pushing away from the door, the graceful lines of her summer skirt caressed her thighs as she wandered over to the open French door. The slight breeze from the verandah cooled the warm flush on her cheeks. Lifting the auburn mass of waves off her neck, she invited the cooling November breeze to coax away the heat. Even in winter, Louisiana’s heat penetrated her pink eyelet blouse. The summer heat must be oppressive. Looking up at the thick canopy of oaks, their mossy tendrils floating in endless motion, she thought their shade-giving branches would keep the halls cool.

Taking one last look about the room, she forgot her caution. “Who and what were you, to have lingered so long? Why do you stay?” Emma bit her lip and berated her whisper to the silent walls. Ghosts didn’t exist! Her denial failed to silence the nagging quiver of remembered feelings. The admission opened an invisible door that swept in the smothered memories. The emotions, so sharp and sensitive, brushed like a feather across her skin...for only a second? Yes, she would indulge in the sensations.

A warm caress flowed from her cheek and over her lips. Her eyes closed against the rush. She could almost feel his thumb brush across her lips, and her tongue slowly swiped her lips trying to catch the faint, but the potent essence of spice.... The sensation moved down her neck until she felt a stir of longing flow into her breasts, over one then down the line of her cleavage as if a finger were tracing a path. A journey that promised sexual bliss...Emma sucked in her breath feeling her nipples hardened in remembered awareness. No stranger could touch her this way; make her feel so eager by only a touch.

The journey didn’t end with her breasts, and they felt the loss of favor as the sensation moved lower, grew bolder. “I mustn’t...but don’t stop...not yet.” It wasn’t like her to fantasize. She felt weak and lacked the strength to break free of the memories. “If only I could remember....”

Emma sought strength from the very walls that seemed to capture her. She leaned against the cool, rich paneling and let herself be drawn into the feelings. To keep reality at bay, refusing to look, wanting to hold on to...him...the man invading her now as he did her dreams every night since arriving here. But for now, Emma wanted only to feel, and she beckoned him on, still closer, stronger...and he grew brash, for she welcomed his touch. She moaned, “Yes, like that...” and her hands followed his own as they journeyed over her, a feather touch here, and a caress there. She felt greedy and wanted more.

Her head fell back and rolled slowly, back, and forth over the thick wood, imitating the sensations overwhelming her body. Such warmth, she could feel the subtle way he rolled the hardened nipple between his teeth. “Oh, you shouldn’t...” but she lacked the power to stop whatever this might be as the touches grew heavier, more daring.

Her breath came in short gasps over her body’s immediate response. If not for the wall at her back she would slide to the floor, for all feeling left her legs as the pressure mounted on her feminine center. Bold, sure strokes moved over her vulva...again, repeating until it centered on that pleasing nub of sexual excitement. The pressing pleasure struck fast and rooted in a rush through her vagina, drawing out her wanton whispers for more. But the sensations gentled, and Emma moved forward to capture the elusive promise slipping away from her, needing to feel more...

“What? Oh, no!” The desk prevented her from falling, but her quickened breath had little to do with the rush of reality.

Emma swiped at the sweat running down her neck to the crease between her breasts. When her arm moved over the hardened nipple, her moan came unbidden over its response. She quickly checked her slip and fought to control her breathing, while cursing her erratic emotions. Her hissed whisper filled the room. “You aren’t real!” 

Before shame stole the last of her composure, Emma hurried from the room. She scolded the unwanted memory of her behavior in the den and vowed not to indulge in any more fantasies. There was no place in her life for spiritual dark images...no matter how real they were becoming!

One last tug on her skirt before entering the hall, Emma found Susan frowning over the inventory sheet while a frustrated group of workmen hovered nearby. Emma bemoaned the girl’s apparent loss of humor; without her friend’s help she would never complete this place on time.

It wasn’t easy to control the fluttering in her heart after what she just let happen in the den. She focused, needing to regain her control and asked, “What’s wrong Susan?”

Shoving the pad at her, Susan groaned, “I can’t find it!”

Emma dreaded voicing the question. “Find what?”

“That!” The girl’s bracelet laden wrist pointed indignantly at a large mirror.

Walking over to the ornate piece, Emma’s own brow rose in speculation. The size alone made her wonder how she missed it. The full-size mirror didn’t look at all familiar. Emma didn’t have to check the inventory sheets, she knew them by heart, there wasn’t a mirror like this listed anywhere. The piece hardly matched the exquisite style that flowed throughout the house.

Taking a closer inspection, she sucked in her breath over the image of herself...but it couldn’t be her, at least not what she thought she looked like.

Quickly dropping her gaze to her skirt and clutching the notepad to her breasts, she took in the reflected image. Clouds began moving in an ominous pattern about her...yes, it was her, but she wore a long blue chintz dress. Her hair was styled in an upsweep, displaying the elegant length of bare neck and shoulders. Her fingers rose to verify her blouse collar. The woman in the mirror held her gaze. Emma couldn’t turn away from the devastating pain in her own large, green eyes. Everything began to spin around her at a dangerous velocity, as the glass grew dark, and she watched herself falling back into the reflected abyss.

“Emma? Hey, are you alright?”

Blinking furiously, she gaped first at Susan’s questioning concern and then back at her shocked expression. Feeling cold all over, Emma watched herself back away from the reflection now staring back at her from the mirror. No one else saw the strange images no longer showing in the mirror.

Emma moved away as if nothing happened. “You’re right, it’s not on the list. Tell them to place it in the nursery.”

“The nursery?” Susan glanced in disbelief at Emma and then at the mirror. “That thing?”

“Yes, against the hall wall, that is where it belongs.”

To avoid any further questions, Emma hastened her steps to get away from that atrocity of a mirror. Dear God, Emma, what’s got into you? Susan was right, the nursery with its white lace, blue satin crib, and lovely rocker hardly came close to that gold leafed elephant. What was she thinking?

Walking directly outside to keep from glancing back at the men struggling to get the mirror up the stairs, Emma sought the sunlight to combat the dark coldness still holding her in its talons. Turning, her gaze went up to the nursery doors opening off the wraparound balcony.

“Yes, it belongs there!”
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The Bargain

What was the old man up to? Was he hiding sweet damsels in his chambers? Had she broken free, braved his wrath to join the ball?

An angel of gold stood teetering on the landing...as if she feared what might happen should she move. Devon’s attention devoured every enchanting nuance of the unexpected vision, deciding that only a goddess could be so bewitching. Shimmering in a seductive wave, the soft glittering material of her gown pulsed like a second skin over the infinite rise and fall of her full breasts. Tantalizing to gaze upon, their silken imprisonment struck a blaze alive inside of him. The valley of tempting cleavage hinted at the concealed mounds of vulnerable flesh. A woman full of lush, seductive curves stood there in desirable perfection for only his gaze to drink in.

Flexing out his tight fist, Devon wanted beyond reason to touch and feel the ethereal beauty. Caress the silken tresses that must have spun the enchantress’ gown of golden threads. Where in God’s name did she come from? And why hadn’t he seen her before now?

Trying to control his strange reaction to the woman became impossible. To his own astonishment, Devon admitted he wanted her. The strength of his conviction told him nothing would prevent him from seeking her out.

Moving cautiously up the stairs, something told him she was oblivious to his presence and her surroundings. Frightening her more than she appeared to be, wouldn’t do. What drew him to her was so out of character for Devon Chandler, he didn’t dare seek an answer.

Stopping before her, on the step below the landing, Devon looked into the liquid pools of unseeing light. They held the damp green of the thickest woods, with velvet rose petal lips that parted as if to catch morning dew drops...a mouth waiting to be kissed.

He marveled over the deep coppery lashes and brows that framed her lovely eyes, such a different shade than her sun-kissed hair. Red and gold all spun together in a soft, luxurious thickness. Again, he quelled the need to reach out and crush the curls in his warm palm.

How did one wake a sleeping beauty? For the lady was undoubtedly bewildered. Maybe she was an angel, lost without wings to escape her destiny.

Pulled beyond his will, Devon’s dark head lowered in infinite care. Breathlessly he brushed his lips across her delicate softness. Her startled gasp was barely audible. He watched in fascination as her thick eyelashes fluttered, wanting to shout with joy when the green jewels sparked in awakening life.

Deliberately, he moved closer, inhaling the sweet exotic scent of her, like wildflowers from the untamed ocean islands he’d seen in his voyages. He thought the lady to be unique, a rare commodity. Seeing the flash of fire stirring in her eyes, he knew a very vibrant, untamed passion trembled inside the ivory beauty. One he wanted to sample and knew he would fight to control. Devon’s body shook under the force of his admission. 

“The lady awakes.”

Hearing his words left her confused and uncertain. She stared in disbelief at the mysterious presence towering over her. His eyes were so dark, like night shadows, yet alive and warm in sheltering strength. Emma wanted to drown in their swirling riptide, allow them to destroy all the fears.

Fear! The shock waves drove the breath into her lungs. Images and sensations rushed through her. She remembered the thrill of success she felt over the compliments for the Ball. And her gown, how it made her feel and the way she floated through those dances with Mr. Albeit until she was exhausted by the excitement. She’d gone upstairs to catch her breath during the band’s break. The memory fell around her like a dark cloak...maneuvering the bulk of the gown’s skirt on the stairs left Emma feeling lightheaded. She wanted to groan when she remembered that all the upstairs rooms were locked for the plantation’s grand tour taking place later this evening. Emma legs nearly gave out before reaching the sitting room in the far hall; as gingerly as possible she navigated the full skirt around the velvet stool and sat in relief over the support. Holding the gown’s hoops down, she found they didn’t fly up in her face as she expected. Taking deep breaths, she tried to calm the frantic pulsing at her temples. Thankfully, no one else was in the room. Feeling a little steadier, Emma took an absent look about the small sitting room.

“But it shouldn’t be here!” Gasping, she stared at the mirror. Shaking her head to clear it, the unwanted discovery didn’t disappear from the wall behind the door. Angry that her directions had been ignored, Emma stood stiffly before it, her small hands gripped tight at her sides.

“It has to be moved to the nursery.” She swayed under the urgency the in her conviction. Moving towards it she held back from touching the repulsive mirror as if she feared the dreadful thing.

Scolding herself, her hands rose to take hold of the sides, but it wouldn’t budge. Recalling that it took two men to get it up the stairs, Emma realized her efforts were useless. Before she could release the mirror, a sudden sweep of chilling cold shot through her hands and up her arms, penetrating every inch of her body. Stumbling back from the contact, her hand rose to silence the scream wanting release. There, in the mirror, her reflection became surrounded by a swirl of movement. Flashes of scenes raced around her, too fast, they all blurred together, leaving her as dizzy as if she were on a fast amusement ride. Closing her eyes to fight the sensation, Emma gripped the vanity to stop herself from reeling.

Fighting the terror trying to seize her, she used all her courage to stare back at the mirror. Stealing a careful look, she felt the relief flood through her. Only her image stared back. “I was just dizzier than I realized...that’s all it could be.”

Feeling better to find an excuse, she straightened herself, wishing the lingering fear would go away. Strains of music drifted into the room. She needed to get back. But before she could make herself move, something odd about the unfamiliar tune caught her attention. “A harpsichord?” Funny she didn’t remember seeing one in the ensemble.

Moving to the door, Emma came to a halt before it. Turning her head as if she would shatter, her gaze rose ever so slowly, halting in shock as they encountered the wall lantern.

“An oil lamp? But they are electric...” The shaking started in her toes, moving at an alarming rate, causing a violent shudder to pass through her as if she’d been struck by lightning.

Her hand closed over the door handle, frantically yanking on it to escape. When the door finally gave way she forced her numb legs to obey her command to move forward. Pulling the door shut behind her, she stood there trying to catch her breath; from somewhere the realization came over her that she was hyperventilating. She concentrated on taking slower breaths, but what she faced in the hall defeated her attempt for control.

Shaking her head in denial, Emma stared in disbelief. Gone was the bright, airy hallway. Dark wood and heavy carpet lent a malevolent feeling to the fear seizing her. Here too, were oil lamps mounted on the walls.

“This is crazy, some sick joke!” But voicing excuses that couldn’t have been carried out in such a short time filled her with mounting panic. “Calm, stay calm Emma.” Hysterics might alleviate the tension coiling in her chest, but it certainly wouldn’t help her.

“Downstairs ...” Yes, everything would be fine once she rejoined the others.

Each step belied her words. The unfamiliar surroundings, though structurally like Sleeping Oaks, held no reassurance. Shivering over the screams echoing inside her head, Emma knew she was in trouble!

The memory slipped away like a dream as a more vital awareness captured her attention. Where she now found herself seemed a minor inconvenience when compared to the man standing in front of her. In amazed silence her fingers rose to touch her lips, marveling how the warmth of his lips lingered long after their absence.

Had he kissed her? Looking for confirmation from the man, his roguish humor sent creases out from the corners of his eyes. Yes, he did, and he wanted her to know. The truth flamed her cheeks, deepening the pleased look he maintained over her.

“Yes, I think the lady is awake. Does she have a name?” Devon swallowed his reaction to the slight rise of her left brow, knowing the reason behind the question entering those gorgeous eyes.

Without thought, she answered. “Em...Emma Browning.”

“Miss?”

“Yes, of course.” His deep laughter startled her, making her glare back at him.

“The lady has spirit as well.” Devon found the prospect intriguing and highly exciting. “May I escort you to the ball, Miss Browning?”

Emma struggled for a moment to control her whirling emotions. It was hard not to give in to the panic. He extended his arm for her hand. No other gentleman this evening had been this formal...nor so intimate. Struggling with the compelling desire to run, Emma decided she might very well need the support he unknowingly offered, for the unsettling vision hadn’t gone away. In fact, it was in all ways as close to reality as living could get!

Taking a closer look at him, she wondered if she could trust this mirage...was he a dream? Did she honestly have any other choice? “I accept your offer...under one condition.”

“Conditions, Madame, usually require a counter promise.”

Raising her brow at the severe change in his tone, she nodded cautiously, wondering if she’d just made a terrible mistake. But then, wasn’t she already in the biggest catastrophe of her life? “Mine, sir, is that you do not leave my side, no matter how strange you may find my company.”

Devon’s gaze drove into hers with unflagging intensity. He suspected her request held the lady’s warning and meant much more than formality implied. But he had no desire to let her take flight. Nodding his assent, he never released her intent look. “I hope you mean that, Emma, for I have no intention of doing otherwise.”

Seeing her tentative agreement, Devon turned to proceed before her senses or his fully returned. For what they mutually agreed to was unconventional, to say the least. And convention was something Devon rarely contested.

Her hesitation prevented him from continuing. Looking at her, seeing the wariness tightening her large eyes, he feared he might have lost the advantage.

“And you, sir, what is the counter offer you have for me?”

Brazen little wench. Bowing in salute to her honest effrontery, “First, the name is Devon Chandler.”

Emma acknowledged his pronouncement. The sudden hardening in his dark glance made her want to flee, but the fear for what she believed waited below stilled her nerves and sent her chin a little higher in defiance. “And....”

He watched her, noting every change in that beautifully sculptured face. Admiration swelled in his chest for her control. Her gaze was too expressive, exposing her fear. He wondered how far her desperation would drive her. And what put her in this position? An event so powerful it allowed him to play his advantage and manipulate her to his will, even when he instinctively knew it went against the lady’s delicate senses to do so?

“And my lovely, you will neither leave my side nor refuse my company once we descend these stairs. Do you agree?”

Her gaze flashed in justified indignation over his bold request. The unveiled threat he posed would have been clear, no matter where she found herself to be. If she had a choice, she would have enjoyed spitting in his glorious face and denying the power he held. Eyeing him, then the stairs, Emma swallowed the heated retort she wanted to give. Would he be the worst of two evils? If this were a vision or nightmare, she prayed she would wake before she reached the bottom. Closing her eyes, she gave the only answer available. “I accept your terms.”

Opening them, she met what looked like shock lighting those magnetic black depths. “I wonder, Devon, which of us will regret our pact first?”

Stunned by her frankness, Devon let his laughter quickly replace the misgiving she’d glimpsed. “Ah, Emma, if this is any indication of what I have just committed to, I will never find regret in your company. Shall we join the festivities?”

The time for hesitation was over. Silently, she prayed his humor would not disappear, for each step and the view it afforded, drove home the suffocating fear over her own mortality. Odd, how she suddenly thought of another man; her dance partner at the Ball...Emma laughed softly over the roughish wit spoken by her handsome dance partner. Her smile broadened, oh yes, she was happy. The ballroom glittered in colors as he swirled her effortlessly around the dance floor. A councilman from one of the parishes, Monsieur Albeit, discovered her knowledge of the colonial dance steps equaled his own and thankfully captured her as his partner. Mr. Albeit was not only a good dancer, but his dark looks and aquiline features made the evening perfect for Emma. They talked of many subjects, but mostly of Sleeping Oaks. It seemed the plantation always held the locals’ interest. Fascinated, Emma proved an avid listener to the man’s knowledge of the place.

“Everyone has always wondered why the place sat vacant, until now.”

“Didn’t anyone live here?”

“Non, not since seventeen twenty-six.”

This revelation disturbed Emma, causing her to miss a step.

“Who were the owners then?”

“A puzzle many have tried to untangle, but one that is as elusive as its past. Whoever it was seemed to have vanished.”

Seeing Emma’s surprise, he continued, “Ah but, in this area, there were many disappearances. I am surprised your museum did not know the folklore.”

“They might, but I’m afraid, I don’t. I am a little out of my league at present.”

“Miss Browning whatever your expertise, you have shown New Orleans they have room for improvement.” Kissing the back of her hand, he presented her with a formal bow. His dark gaze twinkled wickedly over the high color his flamboyant act stirred to life in her...

The memory’s sudden release made Emma feel as if she were standing at the edge of a precipice; her fingers tightened on the strong arm beneath her palm. Devon Chandler, not Monsieur Albeit, stood at her side. She almost giggled over the realization. Nerves always did this to her. She should tell him of course. Taking a cautious look at him...no, she didn’t think he would find any humor in the fact that she believed she had just crossed the threshold of time!

Keeping her legs under her became a challenge as he led her to the familiar, yet alien ballroom. The only thing stilling her panic was the tight hold Devon Chandler maintained of her hand. Emma’s head was full of all the crazy thoughts bombarding her. One stood out above all the others...somehow she stepped back in time!

Meeting the questioning stares as they entered the ballroom was the worst experience of her life. Searching the sea of strange faces quickly reinforced her growing belief over what was happening to her. Unfortunately, she was a stranger to these people. Now, knowing what to do or say escaped her capabilities. She could only look. And look she did, at everything familiar that wasn’t.

This was Sleeping Oaks or a marvelous copy, but it wasn’t her plantation, and neither was it her century...

A silent, numbing shock, enlarged those overly bright green eyes as he watched her. The small quivers assaulting her small form increased in their velocity. Whatever brought her here, he feared she’d not expected this, nor did he think she welcomed the sight. The fact she was a stranger to one and all oddly eased his own tension.

Quickly making his decision, nothing was going to stop Devon from doing what he felt became the only option open to the lady clinging to his side for protection. That she didn’t realize she sought him barely entered his decision. “Emma, I am here beside you as I promised. Are you still with me?”

The man’s softly spoken declaration chipped through the ice surrounding her senses. Her fingers ached under the pressure she used to hold onto his arm. “Yes, Devon.”

“Good. Shall we greet our host? Your late arrival has stirred all’s curiosity, not that I mind...I’m enjoying their discomfort. In fact, before the evening is out their shock ought to take them into next season.”

His words made little sense to her muddled state, but then, who wouldn’t be confused in her position. A dream so real she felt, smelled, and breathed it. But even in the madness, a strange warning came pounding in its urgency, demanding she pay attention. Holding back his advance toward the man he undoubtedly referred to as their host. “Devon, why will they be shocked?” Her thoughts were racing trying to assimilate everything at once. Did he know about her? Would he tell them she didn’t belong? Tell them what...she was a time jumper!

“My dear Emma, remember our pact?”

Impatient with his humor and her fright, she hissed at him. “Of course I do.”

“We will see, my lady, we will see...”

Before she could obtain any further clarification, the group before them appeared to converge as a pack. Visions of wolves, moving in for the kill, forced her closer to her strange protector’s side.
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CHAPTER 2
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Short Engagement!

“Devon, wherever did you disappear to...and who is your lovely companion?”

The older man bowed before her with more formality than she’d ever seen. Her knees were shaking terribly. Emma couldn’t give in to the panic trying to seize her, not now.

“James, I would like to introduce, Miss Emma Browning...my fiancée. I’m afraid she wasn’t feeling well earlier, but thankfully she recovered in time to join us, I hope you don’t mind.”

The shock registering on the faces of the men and women alike was nothing compared to her own. She could only hope hers was better disguised. She felt the hysterics trying to take over and why not, this was just another little thing to deal with, along with the many others staring at her, refusing her silent order to disappear.

“Mind? Mind! Well, I should say not, Devon. Surprised, yes, and pleased of course.”

Emma braced herself, trying to smile she felt light-headed and giddy over the effort like one did when they overindulged in champagne. Had she? Was that the reason for all this?

“Miss Browning may I say how pleased and happy we all are to meet you.” His hand reached out, snapping her senses into action. She tried to recall the proper etiquette. Extending her hand, she curtsied before the older man with all the grace her wobbly knees allowed. Not knowing what time her silly vision existed in Emma gave it her best call.

“Sir James, thank you.”

“Ah, an old fashion girl, Devon. A rarity and a treasure to cherish, my friend.” The older man’s lips formally brushed the back of her hand.

Blushing over her mistake, Emma quickly took stock of the lady’s gowns. Why hadn’t she guessed that her dream would be in the same time as the costume ball? She must have sounded ancient, even to them. But their host seemed pleased enough, giving Emma some hope she could pull off this masquerade.

Daring a peek at her companion, his hold never left her own; she winced seeing the humor lighting his masterful gaze upon her.

“Yes James, you are absolutely right, a pure treasure and I fully intend to cherish the gift bestowed upon me...this night.” Those midnight blue eyes were unrelenting as their shimmering lights wove around her, reinforcing the bond he held her in. Emma felt the flame burning her cheeks under his devouring gaze.

Once the status as Devon Chandler’s fiancée was established, the evening progressed in acceptance and in celebration. True to his word Devon never left her side. In fact, Emma found he quickly dissolved the slightest distance she knowingly or unknowingly put between them. How she felt about this, she wasn’t quite sure. Emma only felt settled about one thing, if she needed to pick a protector, Devon Chandler more than fit the role. His virile presence dominated the room. Large of stature, with more than an ample muscular build, his dark, brooding looks did strange things to her erratic thoughts. Forgetting everything but the man so firmly embedded in her senses, Emma knew that she never met anyone quite like him. The idea made her wonder if some of her fear might not be due to his presence...resolute, so rakish and bold in his demeanor as if he’d never in his life questioned his own judgment or action. An aurora of assured authority emanated from his solid strength, making her feel weak and yielding to the silent power of his will. And his gaze, as vast as the night sky, she felt surrounded by the mastery, and in an unexpected way entirely safe within the sheltering light.

Oh yes, fathomless depths watched her all right, sometimes penetrating so profoundly, she thought he knew. It was foolish of course. Emma warned herself that no one must ever suspect the turmoil she existed in. She neither believed nor could she deny what she felt and saw surrounding her. It grew maddening not to have hold of the answers her mind clamored to find. How did anyone traverse the realms of time?

Thankfully everyone thought her quiet behavior to be that of a shy, recently sick girl, their strange friend’s fiancée!

A flicker of her former strength sought life, causing her gaze to sharpen in a temper at his vigil over her. He may not actually know what possessed her to put herself under his control, but damn if he didn’t understand his power over her. His gaze practically dared her to refute his announcement concerning her status. How could he say such an outlandish thing? More troubling to Emma was the reason he would dare to do it. She started feeling extremely trapped. A nightmare, oh yes, everything told her she was living a bad dream. If only she would wake up?

Clutching her hand to her waist, the stiff corset beneath the dress lent credence to where she found herself. Finding herself transported back in time proved terrible enough, but becoming betrothed to the dark countenance known as Devon Chandler brought the panic to the surface. Seeing she had no recourse but to play the puppet of fate and one volatile man, she would keep the ruse going until the ball ended.

The growing need to escape began gathering force inside her. If only she knew where she was or where to go. When it came time to leave, what would she do without any means at her disposal? Would she just fade away into the night, hoping it would all end by morning? If not, who would help her? Would her present position under Devon’s control be any worse than what she might face, alone, beyond this room?

For the first time in her adult life, Emma was not in control. As if to confirm her anguish she sought him out across the room. Everything seemed to fade back leaving only the two of them as his powerful glance turned towards her. His handsomely rugged features hardened as they studied her. Instinctively she sensed he was making his conclusions concerning her and she wished desperately to know the result. It felt so foolish of her to trust him, even sillier to enter that ridiculous pact. Already he used it to his own humorous advantage. Would the unknown be any worse?

The terrible fear taking hold of her made her break away from his all-seeing attention. Her breathing became erratic, leaving her overly warm in the close room. Realizing she was fast losing control over her frayed nerves, Emma moved towards the veranda doors. Losing it outside in the dark night would undoubtedly be preferable to witnessing these strangers’ reactions to her pending breakdown.

Nearly running once she stepped out into the fresh night air, she moved unseeing over the porch until the rail pressed into her thighs, preventing any further retreat. Gripping the banister to keep from falling, her gaze rose to stare at the starlit night. “The same...how funny, shouldn’t they be as different as everything else? Where the hell am I?”

“You are currently at Meadowlawn Plantation, the pride of our host, Mr. James Murphy.”

Turning, she flattened herself against the rail, holding it until her knuckles turned white under strain.

With all the caution she called from him, Devon moved slowly to block the stairs her panic laced glances sought for escape. The beauty finally decided to act on her plight.

At first, shocked by his unexpected announcement, Devon found himself warming to the idea. God, he hadn’t felt so exhilarated in years. No, not since first taking on Maple Glen, devoting his life to its success. He achieved his goal and now existed in comfort...against the odds.

But his success proved to be lacking. He’d known his restfulness of late was due to the void he’d found in himself. The challenge still existed of course but seemed dulled by success.

Success...such a hard drive in a man. It consumed one, leaving all else unimportant until everything slows, and the reflections come barreling in. Only then are you able to see and understand what it often lacks.

Tonight, that missing piece clarified itself in the vision of an angel. Had his soul known before his mind, voicing its desire aloud in his declaration? Tying this strange woman to him so she couldn’t flee? Holding her in a way that they both would have no recourse except to complete?

Yes, damn it! He did just that. He grabbed hold of his desire and made her his, in front of witnesses. He’d refused to let her escape. Even now, he felt his body tense in past familiarity to prevent her, at any cost, from leaving. Not even the plea in her lovely eyes could melt his conviction.

Pressing his jaw down, Devon’s stoned refusal made the woman’s lips tremble. Shutting off his own sympathy to the pull she played over his heart wasn’t easy. No sweet lady, you’ll not go to wherever that might be. My claim stands, as you will soon realize! Our paths crossed and are now sealed...for eternity.

His lips never moved, but she gasped over the rocking intensity in his cold stance before her. Those volatile eyes were fierce in their determination; they frightened her more than any other facet of her nightmare. She knew now how foolish her trust in him had been. Emma searched her mind for an escape, only to become muddled in the chaos. Her hand came up to press against the pain hammering at her temples. She struggled to deal with this, just like she always faced obstacles in the past. Yet nothing was cooperating. All she realized is that she must leave; needed to get away from the power he wielded over her.

His sturdy legs were spread in readiness to stop her flight. The realization made her fight to breathe. That fine body of his tensed, causing the bulge of his ripcord chest and shoulders to strain in dangerous display against the taut material encasing the leashed power.

My God, he would use force against her, she was sure of it! Think, damn you! Your own foolishness has put you here. The thought of him touching her, holding her within the circle of his dependable warmth, caused a new panic to invade her shaking body.

Maybe if she could distract him or draw the others out, then she could slip away. He mustn’t get any closer. She didn’t have enough strength left to resist him, and she knew it.

“Meadowlawn...” Her voice sounded weak, biting her lip, Emma pushed back the fears. “Where is Mr. Murphy’s plantation located?”

Why wasn’t he surprised by her lack of knowledge? There was no mistaking what he saw in her stricken features, she really didn’t know. “Just north of New Orleans, in Louisiana.”

He could feel her relief. So, she was familiar with the territory. Devon didn’t try to move any closer, keeping his guard over her entirely in place.

“What is the day?”

More than just lost? Disorientated? It would explain much of her actions with him tonight. He hid his growing concern. “It is April twentieth, seventeen hundred and twenty-five.”

The green jewels lost their brilliance as if they went to some far off place only she could see. Whatever they found, he felt immediate relief when she again gazed upon him.

The concern she glimpsed from him did little to ease the shock he unknowingly delivered. Finding answers to all the assaulting questions went beyond her capabilities. The unfailing, logical part of her mind, reared to be heard. Possessing an adventurous spirit, she should be thrilled not frightened to death over where she found herself. Striving for humor over tears, Emma knew she could have planned the journey much better if given the opportunity. At least she wasn’t in the midst of war. She would have come prepared...money and clothes for a start!

An unsuppressed, nervous giggle passed her tight lips. How could she be reasoning, when in a state of terror? Seeing his brows meet in ominous concern over her unexpected outburst sobered Emma. If he only knew how close she came to screaming, he would be glad to let her laugh.

He made a move to breach the distance between them. Bringing up her hand, Emma halted his advance. Raising her chin, she reached and found the anger she harbored for this man. “Why did you tell your friends that lie?”

He knew perfectly well what she referred to. “Is it a lie?”

“I don’t like games, Devon Chandler!” Emma heard the rising hysteria in her voice, but she refused to let him continue this charade. “I asked you why?”

Was she foolish to call on his anger? The hot lights flashing in his night lit gaze said she was. Stubbornly she didn’t care; she wanted to know what possessed him to make such a claim. Even in her confusion, Emma wasn’t blind to the damage his declaration might create with these people. Suddenly, Emma wanted to find another explanation for all this absurdity.

Checking his agitation over her sudden show of temper, Devon sensed her outburst was a front and not a very steady ruse. He didn’t want the display she demanded to take place here; somehow he needed to get her to Maple Glen. Only there could she safely sort out her fears and anger. There, she would also see what he already knew to be her future.

“Did you have a better explanation for your unusual presence in James’s house?”

Her eyes flashed in emerald fire! 

He knew she didn’t! He was throwing her predicament back at her, knowing he controlled the situation infuriated her.

“Regretting our pact so soon, my lady?” Devon didn’t give her a chance to gather her thoughts, wanting to keep her off balance. He veiled his movements with words that fueled her enticing anger. “A shame, you really ought to have thought about your vow before agreeing. I never welsh on a promise, and I expect the courtesy to be returned.”

His hands captured her arms, pinning them to her waist as he drew her shaking body to his solid chest. “A vow I have every intention of making you carry out, Emma.”

Glaring up at him in undisguised fury and fear, she gave up struggling against the superior strength biting into her flesh. His very closeness overwhelmed her, and if he weren’t holding her against him so snugly, she would have collapsed at his feet. “You don’t know me, it is a foolish road you take Mr. Chandler.” Her breathless declaration didn’t hold enough conviction to sway him.

“I choose my paths with care Emma, and I find this one most intriguing.”

Staring, her mouth opened in mute shock over the adamant conviction he delivered. So, tempting, the softly parted lips quivering beneath his gaze, resisting her wasn’t possible, and Devon took the lips she offered.

Hot and wild, his lips captured hers in their fire. Assaulting, demanding, he devastated Emma’s short battle with the expertise of his dominating possession. As if it were the most natural thing in the universe Emma leaned into his strength, letting his caress take away all the fears. His heat melted the coldness, sweeping through her like a wildfire, flaring to life responses from the depths of her soul. She lost the desire to fight his control and gloried in the abandonment his arms afforded.

Her tongue battled his own, deepening the embrace, gentling his crushing hold under her enthusiastic response. No longer the captor, his touch caressed to entice the passion he awakened. Devon answered the temptation she posed and cupped her breast in his hand. He could feel the fullness settling into his palm, and his thumb pressed into the material to find her nipple. When she moaned beneath his lips, he drove his tongue deeper as he coddled her nipple until it grew hard and responsive to his touch. He felt his cock throb to life, quickening to her submissive purr. Deepening his kiss, Devon fought the demands that told him now wasn’t the time to take this beauty into paradise. Ah, but the sweetness he tasted made him want to stroke the courage she met him with and find their mutual pleasure.

Cupping her face between his palms, Devon no more wanted to end this ecstasy, than lose the angel now trapped in his embrace. She truly was a treasure, how did Mason read her so quickly?

With a gentleness he didn’t remember possessing, he slowly separated the vision from his embrace. Shortened kisses cooled their flaming passion so as not to frighten her away from the closeness they just discovered.

“Ah Emma, can you feel the power?”

Too breathless and weak to answer, her body shook with the truth of wanting his touch. Fleeing seemed so futile, when so thoroughly caught. What kind of man was he to do this to her?

“It’s time to go, Emma.”

“Go?” Leave? Oh no! Why did she let him do this to her? Slow down Emma, get yourself together, or even this enigma of a man will lock you up as a crazy woman.

“Yes, well, it’s been a nice evening.”

Unable to look at him squarely, Emma stepped away from his overwhelming presence. Trying to act casual when she was nothing but a mass of frayed nerves, finally defeated her. She felt so tired if only he would move away, let her just fade into the night.

“Emma...” The warning note in his low voice drew her hesitant gaze. “Where do you think you are going?”

Why did he care? Looking about her, she wished she could think of a plausible answer. The woods? No, he wouldn’t care for that. How about, back to the future? Stop it, Emma! He’d hardly see the hysterical humor in that.

But the warning she gave herself didn’t slow down the swirling in her mind. She tried for silence; she didn’t want him to see her weakness. The need to walk back into those strong, secure arms became the worse defeat of the evening.

“I thought you disliked games, Emma?”

His anger earned her startled cry of alarm. “I do!”

“What did you mean? To run off into the darkness? Fly away on your broken wings?”

Who was the crazy person now? What in the hell was he saying? Wings? If only she did have them.

Those hands, his strong, capable hands. Her body swayed dangerously in their possession. “Devon... I feel so...”

She heard his violent curse and then felt weightless as if she were floating on a cloud. She snuggled closer to the safe comfort, smiling as the struggles inside her slowly receded.

“I don’t have any wings...”

For an instant she fought the weighted calm, regretting that when she woke he too would be gone. “Devon!”

“Yes Emma, I’m still here...and so are you.” Devon felt her go limp in his arms. The exhaustion he’d seen overtaking her finally won.

Stepping back towards the doors he shifted the sleeping girl in his arms. Feeling her against him, his hands moved over her delicate curves, Devon’s features tightened in concern over how tiny she actually was. “You are not an angel.” No, the feelings she called up from him were steeped in reality.

Making his excuses proved easy considering Emma’s condition. He only hoped she wasn’t as ill as his host and the others believed.

Sitting in the moonlit carriage, he studied the girl whose surprisingly hold about his neck kept her as close as he would have insisted. Resting her on his lap freed one of his hands that even now smoothed back the mass of thick curls. As he’d wanted to all night, Devon stole the silken ringlets, crushing their velvet softness between his rough fingers. Delving into the freedom her exhaustion allowed, his large fingers combed through the long golden strands, freeing their wild essence.

Yes, she was a real...no angel, no wings and she could hardly disappear as he’d first feared.

His deep throated laughter filled the coach’s confines. What in the world did he do tonight? As a man that never turned away from a challenge, no matter the danger, Devon’s evening wasn’t of an ordinary nature. By God, he’d been bored with James’ party...at least until she appeared.

His questions over exactly how she arrived and who she is were multiplying. The facts as they stood would hardly stand up to questioning. He barely recalled what excuses he gave tonight for the surprise he delivered concerning her status as his fiancée.

The humor he felt quickly faded over what he perceived the next few days would hold. James was hardly one to leave his unexpected engagement alone. The man would be around to Maple Glen before the end of the week, as would the others no doubt. Before that happened, Devon needed his own answers from the lady. He had no intention of changing his mind concerning her, but even a prudent man would want to be in full awareness of precisely what dragons he need slay for the damsel.

The back of his fingers brushed her soft cheek. “Are there dragons or just tarnished knights to slay, Emma?”

His thoughts clouded over beneath the storm of possibilities. Only she could supply the answers. The first question being...would she?

There was little question that she was frightened and extremely lost. He wondered if she even knew how she came to be at the party.

Eyes darker than the night about them scanned the elegant gown. Its cost alone would be nothing short of a king’s ransom. She most definitely wasn’t an ordinary wench...young, but no girl. Remembering her adamant reply concerning her single status rekindled his smile. Too strong willed to have been married off at a respectable age? Devon took her to be in her early twenties. Put up against the typical time for a girl to wed, she was well past the age of consent. Smiling openly at her, “Hardly past your prime.” In fact, viewing how her curves dipped and swelled in all the proper places, Devon thought she aged nicely. She was an exquisite creature.

The direction of his thoughts and her warm body against his thighs stirred an intense fire to life in his loins. He wondered where that strength of longing hid of late. Miss Browning should be thankful he considered himself a gentleman and she a lady. Clamping his jaw tighter, there was little associated with a gentleman over what he did to her tonight. That kiss...damn!

Not only did it fire his soul to possess her, but it threw her innocence up like a shield of armor to block his ill intentions. Honor was something Devon could not turn his back on. He should be disgusted for putting her in such an incorrigible position. The claim he placed over her as his betrothed may have started out as a farce, to both protect and trap her, but Devon knew now, he had never been more serious about anything in his life. Emma Browning just met one man that intended to make his word a reality...she would be his wife!

Tracing the fine line of her lips with his fingertip...such kissable lips. “Sooner than you could ever imagine, Miss Browning.”
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CHAPTER 3
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He Is Real

Warm, and oh, so comfortable. Her arm came up across her closed lids trying to stop the intruding light. Moving deeper into the softness surrounding her, Emma didn’t want to wake...not yet...the dream, he was too real, too gorgeous to let go of. The dark bold image she sought faded, making her toss in dismay, knowing she would never recapture that feeling.

It was only the man she wanted to remember. Even in her half-conscious state, the rest felt like a nightmare she would be pleased to leave behind.

Waking! Yes, it would be over. She must wake up. Dragging her strangely heavy arm off her eyes they automatically squeezed tighter against the seeping light. Maybe she left the drapes open after the Ball. Strange, she didn’t seem to remember. In fact, she didn’t recall most of the evening. Why? Why did she feel such a weird void inside, like some gaping hole pulled her down in its ravenous bowels?

Emma suddenly feared the thought of opening her eyes, afraid of just what she would see. But that was foolish. Wasn’t it? Surely the vision ended. No matter how real and vivid the recall, it couldn’t be more than a dream after all.

Rationalizing her feelings didn’t prevent the mounting sense of apprehension from settling all around her. Remaining perfectly still she tried to calm herself, gentle the rush of blood pounding in her head.

“There, there child, you just take it as slow as you like, Rosie’s here ‘ta help, nice and slow like the night, all easy and peaceful like.” Rosie’s brow creased. This girl’s night hadn’t been peaceful a’tall.

Swallowing hard, Emma refused to scream out with the returning panic the unfamiliar voice drummed to life. Instead, she concentrated on the gentle kindness she heard and felt, in the soothing strokes across her cheek. Who was this woman?

Damn Emma, laying here, wherever here might be, refusing to see where you are isn’t going to give you any answers. Conjectures were all she’d get. Like maybe, she’d been in an accident and was in the hospital...the voice of a nice nurse. It made sense why she would have such a strange dream. But that voice of denial in her head refused to be quiet, leaving her no other option than to face what stood before her.

“That’s right missy, open them pretty eyes and let Rosie see you.”

Alright, she would do as the kind voice asked. Blinking to clear her sleep-laden vision, the woman quickly loomed up in front of her. What she’d expected in the lady obviously didn’t come close to what she found. The older woman was not a uniformed nurse.

A bright blue scarf circled the dark face. Wrinkled skin pulled tautly, she looked at Emma with a warmth that matched the broad smile and gentle voice. Feeling a little more confident, Emma let herself see beyond the concerned face to the faded muslin dress with its large, starchy white apron that seemed to swallow the woman’s small frame. If Emma didn’t know better, she would swear the lady’s attire dated to the early seventeen hundreds and closely resembled a house servant...or slave’s costume!

“I like your eyes missy, like the earth, all rich and alive.”

Missy? No, she refused to think any further. Giving the woman a tentative smile, “Please, call me Emma.”

Emma didn’t like the way her request dampened the older woman’s smile. “You be hungry?”

“No, not really, not yet.” She couldn’t eat until she was sure...

“I must fetch Master D, as he asked. I be right back to help you ready yourself.”

Once the door closed behind Rosie, Emma wasted little time. Throwing the coverlet back she pushed herself off the high poster bed, having to hold onto one of the posts over the weakness in her legs.
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