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      Bohemia, 1896

      His boots sank deeper into the snow with every step. At some point, Howland must have wandered off the trail. He’d seen no signs for Carlsbad or any of the other villages dotting the hillside.

      The freshly fallen snow blanketed the trees, making the surrounding forest eerily quiet. He thought he heard the rumble of a train, the creak of carriage wheels in a rutted road, or, perhaps, the growling of a hungry bear—but it was only the silence playing tricks on his ears.

      He shivered beneath his heavy coat and gloves. Part of him wanted to sit and rest, to attempt a fire and warm his bones, but Howland knew that he wouldn’t survive a night in the elements. A Londoner by birth, he’d never spent more than an afternoon in the countryside, and—truthfully—could hardly build a fire in his own grate. That he’d made it this deep into the Bohemian wilderness was nothing short of a miracle.

      But he’d got his story, by God! He had snapped more than enough photographs, and, once he returned to civilization, would have his supper, write his copy, and send it over the wire by morning. The negatives stowed safely in his camera bag would have to wait until he arrived home, as he doubted there was a passable darkroom from here to Prague.

      A photographic-reporter by trade, Howland preferred the bustling action of London to the sedate country lanes of Europe, but the newspaper’s usual foreign correspondent had contracted a case of influenza, the chaps in the office had cut cards for the assignment, and…well…Howland had lost.

      Now, he was stuck, freezing his arse off in the middle of bloody nowhere.

      He fought through the snow, growing colder and more winded by the minute, tucking his gloved hands beneath his armpits for warmth. It did little for his balance. He stumbled along the hillside, staggering between pine trunks and slick, rocky outcroppings. Howland was no navigator—certainly no outdoorsman—and, without a map or lantern, tried to follow the north star through the hazy light of the moon.

      Like a fool, he kept his eyes on the sky.

      By the time he felt the tree root jutting up from the earth, it had already caught the toe of his boot. With a shout, he flung out his arms to catch himself, but his numb hands tangled with his stiff arms, and before he could steady his malfunctioning body, Howland tumbled down the hillside.

      Rocks, sticks, and snow pounded his face, clogging his nose. His eyes stung, and he had no choice but to clamp them shut and let the force of gravity carry him down the gulley. He tried to go limp so as not to break an arm or—God forbid—a leg.

      He’d be a goner, then, for sure.

      “Oof!” A stump caught him in the gut, knocking the wind from his lungs. “Ugh!”

      Howland slid down the muddy hill, eyes closed, arms slack, and head spinning. It felt as if he fell for hours, barreling down, down, down, in a never-ending cycle of trees, rocks, boots, spit, snot, breath, and blood. At last, he landed face down in a frozen brook.

      The sharp ice and frigid water jolted him back to life. He sat up, wiping mud from his eyes and blood from his nostrils. He checked his arms, legs, and ribs for damage, but nothing felt broken. Cold water puddled in his trousers. His warm coat and socks were soaked through. One glove had gone missing somewhere and—damn!—his camera bag spewed its contents halfway down the gulley.

      Groaning, Howland pulled himself to his feet. His wet boots slipped on the smooth pebbles as he climbed, but he managed to drag his battered body from the brook. He searched the moonlit hillside for his camera kit, press credentials, traveling papers, and the dented tin of glass plate negatives.

      He gave the tin a gentle shake. No doubt a few were cracked, but not all the fragile plates sounded broken. With luck, he’d make it back to his hostel with enough material to complete his assignment.

      If not, he’d be sacked.

      Howland stuffed his camera bag with what he’d been able to salvage from the fall. He slung the leather pack over his shoulder and set off through the forest. To make the best of a dreadful situation, he followed the frozen brook between the pines. Surely, by following water, he’d eventually come upon a mill, or a farm, or an abbey. A quaint little village, perhaps.

      After a mile or so, the smell of sap and wet earth gave way to smoke. Howland picked up his pace. Every step was agony, but he fought against spasming muscles and numb extremities. He was so cold, so wet. His lungs burned. His nose and ears stung. Sweat that gathered on his upper lip froze almost immediately. Each time he swiped a hand across his face, Howland swore he stripped a layer of flesh away.

      His lips, nose, and cheeks felt red and raw. The wet clothes that had clung to his body soon grew hard and crisp. Icy mud mingled with sweat and snow to cake the heavy fabric to his sodden underclothes. If he did not reach civilization soon, he would surely succumb to frostbite and hypothermia.

      Howland followed the scent of woodsmoke through the valley until he saw puffs of chimney smoke blotting out the stars. There, at the edge of the tree line stood a walled estate.

      Beyond the snow-covered, manicured gardens, a comfortable hunting lodge rose up a full three stories. Its lamps flooded the black, winter sky in dim yellow light. It called to Howland like a beacon in the night. Before he came to his senses, his stiff gloved hands pushed open the gates, and his feet carried him up the shoveled gravel path toward the front door.

      When he pounded the iron knocker, his knuckles hardly registered the pain.

      His limbs felt numb, heavy. They moved jerkily, as if some distracted puppeteer maneuvered the strings that controlled his body. It did not even feel like his body.

      Howland felt disordered and detached. When the wooden door flew open in his face, flooding his wind-burned cheeks with light and heat, he could hardly force his lips to form words.

      A man in livery glared at him from across the threshold. “Ano, co chceš?”

      Even in his right mind, Howland spoke no Czech. He staggered, bracing a hand against the door frame to keep from collapsing. Forcing his frozen jaw open, he managed to mutter “P-please…help m-me” before dropping to the stone steps in a heap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      A knock at the door sent Mila running from the room. She had always known that her husband’s men might come for her, but she had not expected it to be tonight. She believed herself safe in the snow-bound, secluded valley, yet a runaway countess was not safe anywhere.

      At any moment, she could be called back to her husband and there was nothing she could do about it.

      She stood out of sight, but within earshot of the visitor. Andula, her maid, waited with a fur-lined cape, ready to dash out into the night, steps ahead of the men.

      If caught, Mila would die before going back to that living hell. Returning to Riga—to her husband’s arms—was not an option.

      She felt the fur-lined cape drop across her shoulders. Likely, the horses were being readied. Servants gathered along the passage, swords and pistols in hand to defend the countess as she made her getaway. Mila was prepared to retreat down the torch-lit corridor, but the weight of the garment anchored her in place. She stood rooted to the spot, listening to the sound of male voices in the foyer.

      At once, there arose a great commotion. Matthias, her butler, called out for help. One of the footmen stepped forward with his revolver raised. Andula, the maid, screamed and leapt to cover the countess’ body with her own.

      Mila pushed the woman aside. For weeks, she had resigned herself to running. She believed she would run for the rest of her life, if she had to. Now, faced with a life of always looking over her shoulder for Riga’s men, Mila knew she must stand her ground.

      She reached for an ornamental meč, prying it from a display on the wall next to a medieval suit of armor. It took two hands to hold, yet she pointed the blade toward the foyer, ready to cut down any man who dared put a hand on her.

      The sword quivered in her trembling grip, but the man in the doorway was not here for her. Matthias and the footman dragged a limp, soggy body across the threshold. The man’s clothing was caked with mud, spattered with blood, and nearly frozen stiff. He carried a leather pack that was not in much better shape. This poor traveler had come seeking shelter, seeking help.

      With his blue lips and bloodied nose, he would not have lasted a moment longer in the elements.

      Mila propped the sword in the corner, and hauled the heavy cloak from her shoulders. “Here, wrap him in this,” she said, offering it to the footman.

      He and Matthias bundled the stranger in the warm fur and laid him on the hearth before the fire, then they began stripping off his boots and wet stockings. Soon, the man was sweating, groaning, and flailing.

      “He’s too hot,” she told them. “Look at him. He is burning up.”

      Matthias glanced up. “What would you have us do, My Lady?”

      Even though her husband had been sick for years, she’d never done a day’s nursing in her life. Mila did not know the first thing about caring for anyone, really. She spent her childhood, and, indeed, her married life very much alone.

      “Strip him,” she said, finally. “He cannot be left to fester in these wet clothes. While you undress him, I will fetch a glass of svařák to warm his belly. Place him on the sofa. He should not be so close to the fire.”

      She fled the room while Matthias undressed the stranger. Oh, she was no shy virgin—after eight years of marriage, she’d been well used—but Mila drew the line at ogling invalids. The man was entitled to his dignity, even if he was young and handsome.

      After an appropriate length of time, she returned from the dining room with a glass of hot wine. The stranger lay stretched out upon her most comfortable sofa, with his long legs dangling over the armrest. He was covered from chin to toes in every blanket, fur, and rug the two servants could find.

      He was conscious, if a little dazed.

      She sat on an upholstered footstool across from him. His blue eyes followed her every move. She took a sip of the wine, and then held the glass out to him.

      “Piješ tohle,” she said, softly.

      His eyes darted to the glass, then to her face. He made no attempt to drink.

      “Piješ tohle.” Mila lifted the hot, spiced wine toward his chapped lips. “To vám pomůže cítit se lépe.”

      He frowned. “I’m sorry. English only.”

      English! For once in her miserable life, her convent education had become useful. Though far from fluent, Mila spoke English, French, and German. It was as if fate—or God—had guided this man to her doorstep.

      “I speak your English,” she said.

      He managed a weak smile. “Oh, lovely. Am I dead?”

      “Far from it. You are safe and you are warm. Can you move?”

      The stranger propped himself weakly upon his elbow, and the fur covering his chest slid to reveal a pale, solid torso. He used his free hand to tug the fur back into place. “Ah, sorry.” He laughed lightly. “I suppose you stripped me?”

      “My servants did. Your clothes are being washed and dried, then they will be returned to you.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “I’m sorry to put you out, but I lost my way and nearly killed myself trying to find the road.”

      “It’s dangerous to travel in the snow. The weather is expected to be much worse tonight, and the roads will likely become impassable by morning.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of. I have to get back to Carlsbad.”

      With a frown, Mila offered him the glass of hot wine. “Drink this. You are in no condition to go anywhere, and I will not risk sending my horses into the night. It is too dangerous, even with a sleigh.”

      The stranger gulped down the spiced wine. “I like this—I’ve had it in Prague. It tastes like Christmas.”

      She smiled, which was rare. Her cheeks flamed, and she dipped her head, feeling self-conscious. Riga had always scolded her for smiling, as it did nothing for her looks. He’d once compared her grinning face to a bat’s, and from that night forth, she’d vowed never to smile again.

      “I say, what’s your name?”

      Mila looked up at the sound of his voice. “Ludmila.”

      He smiled. “I’m called Howland Brandt.”

      She nodded. “How do you do, Mr. Brandt?”

      “How do you do…Ludmila? Damn me, if that doesn’t sound awkward. I can’t go ‘round calling you by your Christian name while you address me as two proper strangers ought. I’d feel much better about it if you’d call me Howland.”

      “Very well,” she made no attempt to hide her smile, “Howland, you may call me Mila.”
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      Perhaps it was the wine or the hypothermia, but she was the oddest, most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Her dark hair was plaited and twisted atop her head in a frightfully severe fashion. Dark brows framed dark eyes, both slightly upturned at the ends. Unfortunately, the rest of her face seemed upturned as well—her nose, so strong and aristocratic, held an upward tip, and her ears were almost elven. Her chin was too sharp, and her lips never came together, even when she frowned. Howland realized when she smiled that her two front teeth were too big for her little mouth.

      On any other girl, the combination would have been ugly, yet, somehow, when one ignored the individual components of her face, the full picture came together quite beautifully. Mila was pretty in her own, unique way. He could not take his eyes off her.

      Howland was no randy lad—honestly, he hadn’t bothered with a woman since London, though the ladies of Prague had certainly turned his head—but there was something about this mousy-faced, buck-toothed woman that made him forget his manners.

      “Might I have some more of this wine?” he asked.

      Mila fetched a fresh glass of delicious spiced wine. She perched upon her footstool, offering him the drink.

      “Thank you,” he said, taking a hearty swig. Like Mila’s face, the odd combination of wine, brandy, cloves, spices, cinnamon, and oranges should have been unpalatable. Mixed together by careful hands, the concoction was incredibly pleasing. It warmed him from nose to toes.

      Her hands lay folded in her lap. She did not fuss or fidget, and her spine was as straight and sure as any queen’s, yet something about her posture—almost as if she were bracing her body against any sign of fear or weakness—made her look terribly vulnerable. She looked like she’d been sentenced to the guillotine.

      “I’m sorry to put you out,” he said, again.

      She steeled her shoulders. “You haven’t.”

      “You’ve a naked man in your house. A stranger. And I’m drinking up all your wine.”

      At that, she softened. “Do not worry about the wine. We have pots and pots of it.”

      “Alright, but it’s incredibly improper to have a strange man in your drawing room, naked on your sofa. Someone might get the wrong impression…”

      “It is no one’s concern.”

      Her dark eyes flashed a warning. A wise man would have backed off. Howland pressed on.

      “I’m only saying that you’ve taken a great risk—not only to your reputation, but to your safety. I could be a murderer or worse.”

      A small smile played at the corner of her mouth. “Will you murder me in my bed, Howland?”

      He shifted against the sofa, careful to keep the furs just so. “I would never hurt you, in bed or otherwise.”

      Their eyes met. “You are a cad, sir.”

      “Not a cad. Only a flirt.” He smiled. “I’m harmless, I swear it.”

      “You might be harmless, but you play a dangerous game. Do you typically flirt with married ladies?”

      Damn, he might have guessed it. Whoever her husband was—wherever her husband was—he was a lucky fellow. Lord, to have a wife like Mila…

      “I’m sorry,” he said. Truly, he meant it.

      She gave him a sly smile. “Don’t be. It was only a warning shot.”

      At that, he laughed. “Is he about, your husband?”

      “No. My husband is…no longer in the picture. We live separately.”

      “That must be difficult for you.”

      She shook her dark head. “Not at all. It is wonderful.”

      “Still, you must be lonely out here by yourself.”

      “I was lonely in my marriage,” Mila said. “Being alone is not the same as being lonely. I enjoy my own company. I do not need a man to feel whole.”

      He respected her. It took courage to flee an unhappy marriage. It took real inner strength to find comfort in solitude, and no small amount of bravery to admit such a thing to another soul. This woman was an odd duck—a perpetual outsider. To the rest of society, preferring to live alone seemed almost abhorrent. Unnatural.

      Her admission hung over the room like a heavy fog. She shifted uncomfortably on her little footstool, daring him to judge her. Howland felt himself grow awkwardly silent. He opted to lighten the mood.

      He lay back against the sofa, grinning up at her. “Not even in bed?”

      Mila lowered her lashes, yet met his laughing eyes. She knew exactly what he meant. Any other woman might have blushed or balked. Not Mila.

      “Especially not in bed.”
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      It was true that she needed no man, in bed or otherwise. Her husband was not loving, not courteous or kind. When he took her—even on their wedding night—he pulled her hair, groped and mocked her until she wept.

      That was when he was in his right mind.

      For the last few years of their marriage, Riga, who was already an elderly man on the day they said their vows, began to grow addled. He forgot things he’d always known. He lost his way in the castle corridors, mixed up the names of his two favorite horses.

      Count Riga could no longer read or write. He could no longer conduct his business. He had no desire to leave the suite of rooms he’d gradually narrowed himself into. The only thing he seemed to want—without fail—was Mila.

      His life, and hers, became a prison.

      Her only reprieves were the nights he left her in her own bed. Mila’s private thoughts and stolen moments were the only times in her life that she felt in control. She may not have been able to stop Riga from taking his husbandly rights, she might not have been able to stop her parents from selling her into a loveless marriage, but no one could police her fantasies.

      After a particularly nasty episode with Riga and his army of loyal henchmen, she ran.

      Mila and a handful of servants escaped the horrors of Riga Castle, and crossed all of Bohemia to hide from his wrath. She was free, and would never be forced to endure her husband’s punishing hands or rotten breath again.

      Now, if she wanted to imagine her bed filled with handsome, blue-eyed Englishmen, her lonely fantasies were all the sweeter for it. Her hands could be anything or anyone she wanted.

      She felt Howland’s eyes upon her.

      “You’re quiet,” he said.

      “I am tired.”

      He grinned. “Dreaming of your bed?”

      She should lie, but where was the fun in that? “Yes.”

      “All alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “I like that—thinking of you in bed, hands beneath the sheets. For the obvious reasons, of course, but also because it takes a strong woman to love herself. I see no shame in it.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m honored to have earned your approval.”

      “Oh, come now. That’s not what I meant, and you know it. You don’t need my approval—that’s what’s so good about you.”

      Mila shrugged, plucking the wineglass from his large hand. “I think we’ve had too much wine. I’ve never discussed this with another soul, much less a stranger tumbling through my door. I think, perhaps, I should be sober.”

      It was a lie. She was not drunk at all. Neither was he. Mila did not know what sort of conversations Howland typically found himself tangled up in, but this was inappropriate and highly personal. What if one of the servants overheard? She did not want them to learn of her…private predilections.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, softly. “I told you I was a flirt, but I never meant to embarrass you.”

      “I am not embarrassed, Howland. I simply think it’s time we steered toward safer topics.”

      He smiled. “Boring topics, you mean—the weather, my journey, whether or not I like Bohemia.”

      “Do you like Bohemia?”

      “No! It’s miserably cold and it tried to kill me!”

      “You’re mad! Bohemia did not try to kill you. What sort of man sets out at dusk in a snowstorm?”

      “I would have been fine if I’d kept to the road, but with all the snow, I couldn’t find the bloody road. And in the dark, this wretched place all looks the same—trees, trees, trees, and just when one least expects it…more trees!”

      At that, she laughed. She had never laughed in front of Riga, so he could not make fun of her for that. A heart full of giggles bubbled in her chest, and the harder she laughed, the happier it made her.

      It seemed to please Howland, as well. “I don’t think this topic of conversation is any safer than the one before.”

      Her cheeks ached from smiling. “It’s your sense of humor. You could make anything feel naughty.”

      “Well, it’s nice to hear you laugh. It warms up all my frost-bitten extremities.”

      She fanned her flushed face with her hands. “It does make one feel warm, doesn’t it? Shall we move further back from the fire?”

      “I would…but, er…I can’t exactly walk anywhere, just now. I’m naked under all this. Remember?”

      How could she forget? The more animated he became, the greater the danger that one of the heavy furs might drop onto the floor. She noticed that he’d piled the thickest layers on top of his waist and hips. Perhaps he had a great deal to conceal…

      Mila edged closer to him, until her knees bumped the cushioned edge of the sofa. She wanted to cross her legs like a schoolgirl and chat, and chat, and chat. “Is this what it’s like to flirt? Do you always say the right things and retreat at the right times to keep the ladies laughing and intrigued?”

      He smiled. “I feel my way as I go.”

      That only made her laugh more. “I’ve never flirted, never needed to flirt. I was married when I was fifteen, and, before that, I only went to school with other girls. It is like a foreign language to me, this give and take. I find it fascinating.”

      “You’re no flirt, Mila.”

      She shook her head, sobering. “No.”

      She was awkward, unattractive, and far too serious. Even if she could have flirted with one of Riga’s henchmen, this winking, giggling small-talk would not have come naturally to her. Why it felt so easy with Howland, she did not know. Perhaps it truly was the wine.

      “You don’t have to flirt,” he explained. “It’s not your appeal.”

      “I have no appeal.”

      He gave her a playful tsking. “You could sit quietly in a corner and steal the room. You’re kind and beautiful, curious and unafraid. A man cannot help but stare at you and wonder what that austere little mouth of yours would look like when you smiled. And when you did smile or—slay me!—actually laugh at a chap’s jokes, the things we wouldn’t do for you. Flirting is good fun, but a woman like you could break hearts.”
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      The hall clock chimed, drawing Mila’s attention. She turned, giving Howland a full view of her pretty, upturned profile. He watched her note the time.

      “Would you care for supper?” she asked, returning to face him. “I cannot offer much—we weren’t expecting a guest tonight—but what I do have will be hot, filling, and, hopefully, to your liking.”

      Howland smiled. This woman could seduce a man without even trying. “I’m sure whatever you have will be…delicious.”

      She shot him a wary glance, as if she wasn’t quite sure what to make of his innuendo. Or whether innuendo had been intended at all, and not simply her naughty mind reading more in his words than he’d intended.

      Which was, of course, precisely what he had intended.

      Mila rose from the little footstool and walked to the fireplace. She gave the bell-pull by the mantel a gentle tug, summoning her butler.

      Howland recalled the man from the doorway, where he’d collapsed in a frozen heap. His cheeks stung with the memory—what a fool he’d been to trek through unknown country. It had been a lovely walk that quickly turned dangerous. If not for Mila’s butler’s swift reaction, Howland might have died on her doorstep.

      “Tell him I said ‘thank you.’ ”

      “For what?” Mila asked.

      “Saving my life, dragging me in from the cold. I am truly grateful. I want everyone here to know that.”

      She nodded, understanding.

      When the butler arrived, she spoke to him in her native language. Howland watched in awe as her lips, teeth, and tongue seemed to stutter over one another in a rapid, almost unintelligible pace. The butler nodded, listening carefully to his mistress’ instructions. At last, he turned to Howland and bowed. Then, dismissing himself, the man slipped quietly from the room.

      “It is kind of you to thank a servant,” Mila said.

      “Why? He’s a man, isn’t he? Doesn’t he deserve my gratitude—or do you think him beneath me, simply because he works for wages?”

      “I would never disrespect my staff, but it is their duty to do my bidding. I bid him to open the door for you.”

      “And if you’d bid him to toss me out on my ear?”

      She shrugged. “He would have done so.” A small sly, smile played at her lips. “He still might, should I change my mind about you.”

      “Well! I think you should know that where I come from, I’m little better than a servant. Honestly, your butler earns a fatter wage than I do, so please don’t expect me to put on airs. It makes me uncomfortable.”

      “I assumed you were a gentleman on holiday…”

      “Afraid not. I’m on assignment,” he explained. “I’m a photographic-reporter for a London newspaper.”

      “You make photographs?”

      Howland nodded, but then he groaned. “Damn it all, I hope I haven’t broken my camera. My kit took quite a tumble when I landed in that brook.”

      “I can have your belongings brought to you. We might salvage something.”

      “Oh, it’s no use. Not tonight, at any rate. I’ll give everything a thorough once-over when I’m back in Carlsbad.”

      Her pointy little ears seemed to perk up. “You live there?”

      “Only for the duration. Been staying at a hostel near the Stará Louka, but I’m due to leave in three days. It’s only a temporary assignment, you see, covering some political rot.”

      She nodded, looking more than a little dejected. Perhaps Mila would be sorry to see him go.

      Howland’s heart swelled at the thought.

      Footsteps in the corridor announced the arrival of the butler carrying a large tray. Behind him, a footman followed with a carafe of wine and a basket of bread. They made a great show of serving Mila first. Once her wine was poured and soup ladled into the bowl on her lap, the staff repeated the process for Howland, and backed their way out of the room.

      Brisk. Efficient. Silent.

      Though Mila was not an unkind mistress, any fool could see that she was an exacting employer who expected loyalty, discretion, and the highest of standards from those who worked in her household. As Howland spooned potato-and-mushroom soup into his mouth, he imagined she’d be equally as demanding in the bedroom.

      “You like?” she asked, noticing the wide grin on his face.

      “Ah—yes—it’s very good.”

      Truth be told, even wrapped in blankets and furs, it was damned difficult to eat steaming hot soup while naked. If one of the rugs covering his bare flesh slipped, or—God forbid—anything should spill, he would be in for an embarrassing meal.

      “I like soup,” she said. “It’s filling but it keeps me thin.”

      He studied her lithe body. Although the neckline of her heavy frock was buttoned to the very tip of her chin, the severe cut of the garment revealed long, slender arms encased in wool to her wrists, small breasts, and a nipped-in, corseted waist. Her full skirts hid what he imagined were narrow hips and thin legs.

      Clearly, Mila chose her clothing to flatter her figure modestly, without showing a hint of skin. But not even a nun’s habit could hide such a sweet little body.

      “Watching your figure?” he teased.

      She glanced up at him, as if his words had shocked her. For a moment, she seemed rather flustered. “I…I don’t know. I’ve just always tried to be thin.”

      Howland watched her eyes swim. She was lying. A woman like Mila never did anything without a reason. Likely, her husband had scolded her once about her weight, or her mother drilled it into her head that men were only attracted to small ladies. Or, worst of all, her dress allowance was so meager that she couldn’t afford a yearly wardrobe, and was trying to make her warmest frocks last the winter.

      Whatever her reason, it was best not to pry. He knew all too well the struggle of stretching one’s income. His own clothes—though sturdy and reasonably fashionable—were a bit worn and slightly frayed. He owned one good hat, which he kept in pristine condition, and a pair of leather boots that were six months away from needing new soles.

      His earnings from the paper went directly to his landlord, and the rest to the barman down at the local. Howland needed nothing more than a roof over his head when he found time to sleep, and food in his belly, which he always ate quickly between rounds with the lads from typesetting.

      A good life by his standards.

      Poverty by anyone else’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      She was not a vain woman. Why should she be? Riga had not married her for her looks—at least, not her face.

      After she’d been sold into marriage for the price a few prime tin mines, her new husband had wasted no time finding out what lay hidden beneath her wedding gown.

      No, her face was of little concern. Riga cared only for her body.

      He deflowered her in a rough coaching inn, stripping and inspecting her atop a dirty mattress stuffed with straw and crawling with fleas. He had told her what he thought of her breasts and backside, and the newly-acquired possession nestled between her slim thighs.

      Mila had not been womanly enough to suit him. Her husband desired a plump, shapely wife, and blamed their lack of children on her slight weight.

      The thought of bearing Riga’s heir was almost as awful as the process of procreation. She dreaded the nightly summons to his bedchamber, or the fumbling, candle-lit coupling whenever he cornered her in a dark passage.

      At first, the stress of married life made her ill. She began to lose weight, sleep during the day, and weep silently in her husband’s bed all night long. For a fortnight or so, Riga left her in peace.

      Looking back, Mila understood now how silly her plan was, yet her girlish mind had fixated on the connection between her body and her husband’s attentions.

      In the hope that he would cease visiting her bed, she had limited her diet to soups, broths, and wine—the latter of which was necessary to endure her miserable marriage. She ordered drab clothing that covered as much of her as possible, hoping to fade into the oppressive oblivion of Riga Castle.

      Hiding her curves, disguising her femininity, and keeping a firm check on her weight were—much like her nightly fantasies of a brighter, more pleasurable life—the few ways Mila felt in control.

      She had never stopped to consider why she continued starving herself now that she was free. Now that she was in control.

      Mila studied the untouched bread basket on Howland’s tray. As a girl, she had loved bread, sweets, and cheeses. How long had it been since she curled up before the fire with a good book and a slice of braided Vánočka?

      “Would you pass the bread, please?” she asked, schooling her voice to be as casual as possible.

      She had almost embarrassed herself when she’d fumbled and stammered her lame excuse for dieting. Thankfully, Howland had been gentleman enough to ignore the obvious lie.

      He handed the basket across her knees. Mila tore off a chunk of warm bread and dunked it in her soup before bringing it to her lips. What heaven! It took all her willpower not to moan with delight.

      She allowed herself two more bites of bread before washing her meal down with a healthy swallow of wine. Her handsome dinner companion would never know what a good turn he’d done her, and if he noticed Mila stuffing her face and scraping her bowl, he made no mention of it.

      Howland’s own bowl and glass sat empty. He seemed well-fed, warmed, and content.

      “More wine?” she asked, reaching for the carafe.

      “Thank you, no. I believe three glasses is enough for tonight.”

      Mila let her hand drop. She too felt full and warm. The rhythmic crackle and dance of the fire held both their attentions for a long moment. Her eyelids grew heavy in the silence.

      Howland stifled a yawn. “I must say, for almost dying, this has turned into a fine evening.”

      She smiled into her lap. He was a good-natured—if a bit silly—man. Not even the trauma of losing his way, falling down a gulley, or collapsing on her doorstep dampened his jovial spirit.

      He was different from any man she’d ever known. Mila liked him immensely.

      “You must be exhausted,” she said, rising to her feet.

      She crossed the room and pulled the cord. In a moment, Matthias and the footman arrived to collect the empty bowls and discarded wine glasses. Howland reclined on the sofa, bundled beneath a mountain of blankets and furs, watching the servants work. Clearly, he was not accustomed to being waited upon.

      When Matthias and the footman cleared the room, Mila returned to her footstool. “Do you have someone waiting for you in England?” she asked, smoothing her woolen skirts as she sat beside him.

      “Oh, no. I am far too busy to settle down, and, honestly, I’ve always considered myself too young for a wife and children and all that rot.” He paused to angle his body toward her, as if to confess a great secret. “But, between you and me, I’m not as young as I once was. Whilst I’ve focused on building my career and dodging the leg-shackle—so to speak—I neglected to notice that I’ve gone a bit soft and shabby ‘round the edges.”

      Yes, he might look a bit shabby, but Mila couldn’t find a part of him that was not firm and virile. She studied his smiling, pink-cheeked, unlined face in the firelight. Surely, the man could be no older than twenty-five.

      A perfect age.

      She licked her lips self-consciously. “I’m sure any woman would love to have you as a beau…or a husband.”

      “Not if she actually liked me,” he laughed. “I’d never be home. The newspaper is my mistress, I’m afraid. I am a slave to my camera and my typewriter. I’ll probably die the way all good newspaper men go—alone, slumped over my desk in a haze of cigarette smoke and whiskey fumes.”

      “That prospect amuses you?”

      He shrugged. “Aren’t you the one who said ‘you don’t have to be alone to be lonely’? Well, I wouldn’t mind dying alone if I’d made a great name for myself or contributed some good to the world. But if I ever did marry, I wouldn’t leave the poor girl alone day and night to fret and pine for me. I’d be a proper husband.”

      “Your wife would deserve nothing less than your full devotion…”

      “Absolutely.”

      “…which means you’d have to leave the newspaper.”

      Howland nodded. “That is how I’d know she’d be the girl for me—I wouldn’t have to think twice about it, just hand in my resignation, pack up my kit, and meet her at the front of the church.”

      “You’d grow bitter, surely.”

      “I don’t think so. Bitterness is not in my nature, and as long as I have my camera, I’ll be happy, even if I only ever take photographs of my wife and children, and our yearly summer holiday by the sea.”

      Mila had never seen the sea nor ever been on holiday, yet she imagined herself on a sun-bleached, rocky beach, laughing as a clutch of naked, dark-haired babies splashed in the shallow pools at their father’s feet.

      A handsome, youthful, joyous husband with a camera in his hands and his trousers rucked up to his knees. He wouldn’t mind sandy hems and wet toes, as their lives would be in a perpetual state of disarray.

      She would be fat and happy—in the family way, once again—with her hair loose and the uppermost button on her blouse undone.

      It was both the sweetest fantasy and the most crushing blow, for this would be Howland’s life. Howland’s family.

      There would be no holidays or happiness for Mila.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      “He’s a fool, your husband—he must be, to let a woman like you go.”

      “He did not let me go. I left him.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “We were not compatible.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, softly.

      “Don’t be. I am glad to be rid of him, though I will carry the burden of his name for as long as I live.”

      “Perhaps not,” Howland said, trying to lighten the mood. “He could die. Or...I could kill him.”

      “Death would be too easy for a man like Riga. I’d rather he suffer.”

      “No love lost there, eh?”

      Her eyes met his. “No.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “Howland—”

      “Because, if he did…” He reached his hand out from beneath the blankets to squeeze hers. “Are you sure you don’t want me to kill him?”

      She stared down at his hand resting upon hers—a simple gesture of compassion and companionship, a private moment shared between two friends over a few glasses of wine. Howland touching her, offering to do murder for her, even if only joking…

      It felt nice to have someone care.

      No one had ever comforted her. No one had ever cared. Mila felt herself tremble, and pulled her hand away. She tucked her fingers into the folds of her skirt, twisting the heavy fabric around her knuckles in a desperate attempt to stifle her emotions.

      She wanted his touch—as a friend, a confidant, a lover. She needed to wrap her arms around him, bury her face in his neck, and feel, if only for one fleeting moment, like she mattered to someone.
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