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​Chapter One
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November 22, 1911, Waxing Crescent Moon,

Sweet Dreams plantation house, Mal Chance Bayou Louisiana

Grace Thibodaux let her mare, Maymie, and the packhorse pick their way along the overgrown lane. If memory served, there was one more bend before the Sweet Dreams plantation came into view.

Spanish moss draped the huge live oaks bordering the path. Beyond that screen, the bayou sang. The lap of water against the shore. The plop of a muskrat’s cooling swim. The buzz of an insect. The call of a bird. Heavy odors of oleander and magnolia blended with the rotting vegetation aroma typical of the bayou. Beneath it all, the alien scent of cinnamon and sulfur rose like a creeping mist. Droplets condensed from the humid air, dripping from mossy trees. No leaf or blade stirred. No breezy whisper disturbed the quiet. The sights, the sounds, the scents, the sticky heat struck both familiar and strange after twenty years and a lifetime away.

Her first sight of the house echoed how she’d felt since her acquittal in Boston. Battered, like the roof and exterior walls from years of weather. Worn to the bone, her emotional armor scrapped raw and exposed like the peeling paint, ripped wallpaper, and ruined floors she’d no doubt find. Her foundation was crumbling and weak, but she and the house still stood. Fate had tried to destroy them both and failed. Bang-clang!

Grace jerked the reins, fear rolling over her shoulders and shooting down her spine. Maymie reared. Bang-clang!

The packhorse screamed.

Bang-clang!

Grace fought to control her fright and her mount. “There now,” she crooned, patting Maymie’s neck, praying the packhorse would settle before either steed was hurt.

Bang-clang! Bang-clang! Bang-clang!

The sharp ringing of metal on metal echoed from behind the house.

Sidestepping and flicking ears, the horses jostled each other, both neighing displeasure. Before biting and rearing could start, Grace dismounted and used the reins to force distance between the two.

Crooning all the while, she secured Maymie’s reins to the nearest bush, then did the same with the pack horse some distance from Maymie. Horses settled, she grabbed her rifle, and headed for the back of the house.

Bang-clang! Bang-clang! Bang-clang!

She slid into a position behind one of the columns supporting the port cochere and waited for a pause in the odd rhythm of the bangs and clangs.

Silence. “Whoever you are, leave now. I have a rifle and will shoot if you don’t.” Shouldering her weapon, Grace left the safety of the pillar.

A sledgehammer fell from mid-air, and a rush of wind chilled her. The hammer lay beside an iron pump and an aged wooden water trough. Nearby were the rotted remains of what might’ve been a hitching post. About ten feet away, the large doors of the stable stood open.

“Who’s there?” she called.

Only birds answered.

Grace paced the stable yard, peering into the darkened structure. She listened hard, but heard no unnatural sound. Did I imagine it all? If so, what frightened the horses? 

She was stressed and jumping at shadows, as she’d been for far too long. The horses had probably picked up on that.

Since no observable danger threatened, she lowered the rifle and returned to the horses. They stood contented, munching on the surrounding tall grasses, and seemed to have forgotten the scare.

“C’mon, girls, let’s get you settled. Night will fall soon, and I have much to do before I can sleep.”

When Grace was ready for bed, she was restless, tense and not in the least sleepy. The pattern wasn’t a surprise, given the events of the last year, to say nothing of today’s oddities. Tension, restlessness and more had plagued her. She’d never sleep without some help. She’d grown so used to stress, and she’d come prepared.

She dug into the carton of mementos, and Aunt Sarah’s personal papers. Grace pulled out a silver keepsake music box and a worn leather-bound book. The music box had been a gift from her aunt to mark Grace’s sixth birthday. According to Sarah, the box had belonged to Grace’s mother and was very old. It’d been handed down from mother to daughter on the Tirlán side of the family. She’d hugged the box to herself and smiled her thanks to her aunt.

Sarah had sighed. “Darling girl, you know your smile could melt stone.”

Grace had spent the next several weeks smiling at stones before her aunt taught her about metaphors in a way a six-year-old could understand. The tune had helped calm the nightmares that still disturbed her sleep. She could not recall ever seeing the book. It had no title or publication information, so it was probably as old as it appeared to be. Opening to the first page, she read the words hand-written in bold black ink on age-yellowed paper ‘Ship’s Log.’ 

The handwriting was not Aunt Sarah’s delicate calligraphy. So, who wrote this? What ship had it come from, and why was the paper yellowed but the ink not faded?

Could it be a fake? 

Perhaps, she could have it tested, the next time she went into New Orleans. The years studying for her degree in archaeology had given her the skills to estimate age and value of objects, but confirmation was part of the process. Grace couldn’t imagine anything in a ship’s log, making the creation of a fraud worthwhile, especially one as old as this appeared to be.

Regardless, a boring book should help me sleep faster.

The first entry was dated 15 January 1814. At the bottom of the page was a scripted L, presumably the captain’s signature mark. Sunrise at four bells. No clouds, fair winds, calm seas, position 24.8° N, 89.5° W, tacking northerly. The watch reports no changes. Cook is calling the men to breakfast. Then, Had to discipline...

***
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From the aft deck of the Only Love, Captain Lucien Flynn used his psychic sight to watch his unwanted guest deal with her horses and carry things into the house. With one hand he stroked the fur of the black cat perched on the rail beside him, the latest in nine decades of ship’s cats. When the woman had arrived, Luc’d been using all his phantasmic strength to beat a rusty water pump into submission. He didn’t need the water, but in the past nine decades, he’d had very little to do. Hence, he made maintaining the plantation house, outbuildings and grounds his life’s work. He was only one man, so the job might’ve seemed insurmountable. However, he possessed a number of advantages that other men—living and dead—did not, primarily, an infinite supply of time.

Luc’s hammering noise had been so great that even with his hyper-senses, he hadn’t heard her approach. He’d paused, to rest—yes, phantoms could get tired—then she’d issued that vibrant and dusty-voiced warning. “...leave. I have a rifle ... I’ll shoot.”

He’d rejected the idea of letting his unwelcome intruder witness the sledge beating on the rust-frozen pump handle with no visible person to wield the hammer. Time enough for that sort of thing, if need be. For now, he obeyed the husky demand.

Many would run screaming from a hammer swinging by itself, but given the woman’s threat, she might not behave as expected. He’d had a fairly good look at her as he’d rushed past, then studied her as she moved around the stable yard. A lifelong connoisseur of women, he noted that she wasn’t particularly beautiful. Her face was longish, with eyes the green of the mist strewn hills of Ireland. His long-lost home was a place and time best forgotten. Her reddish brows weren’t quite hidden beneath her broad-brimmed hat. No doubt her hair was some version of red. Below her straight nose, there was a thin-lipped mouth, of a surprising soft pink hue. Luc estimated her age as closer to thirty than twenty.

Are her lips truly that thin?

Perhaps the stubborn set of her mouth hid a fuller, more kissable, shape?

She’d kept the rifle firmly set at her shoulder. The muzzle led whenever she moved. Eventually, she’d lowered the weapon and returned to her horses. Even then, her shoulders’ resolute position and that fixed expression formed a warning. She was not easily cajoled or intimidated.

Luc could feel her determination, which both annoyed and intrigued him.

Getting rid of her might be an interesting exercise. The key would be to find a chink or two in the emotional armor that wrapped her as closely as the bayou heat.

She was different than his more recent visitors, and his curiosity stirred from its decades old slumber. Luc couldn’t shake his immediate fascination, so he continued his examination; all his psychic senses alert. What is it about her that calls to me?

Her eyes. He’d only seen eyes of that particular mist-strewn green hue on one person, along with that singular expression of blatant displeasure. Luc refused to be drawn into memory, especially that one. The young woman wore a long-sleeved shirt, buttoned to the neck. Snug fitting trousers revealed a pleasant, if slim, shape. The trousers disappeared inside age-worn leather boots. The entire outfit was a uniform khaki color. The boots, he suspected, had originally been black, but were so well used the color had faded to a dark rusty-gray.

Well prepared for the swelter and hazards of the bayou, no novice she. Novice or not, no one could prepare for someone as cursed as he. Luc couldn’t live a normal life, neither could he pass from life to his eternal fate. His curse wasn’t something he cared to dwell on. He was as he was. Therefore, he eschewed contact with both other spirits, and most people. However, some of the living were impossible to avoid. Of those who came to Sweet Dreams, many sought the thrill of a night in a supposedly haunted house. With them, all he had to do was wait, and they’d leave. The few who believed rumors of treasure in the holds of the Only Love would seize the chance to search. As would the even fewer who knew of his curse and hunted the means to use him. Did this new intruder want the same—to control him  and his powers for her own benefit.

Would it be worthwhile to test the waters of this woman’s character? 

The lights were out at the house. She probably slept. Watching her wouldn’t be difficult. Luc might even choose to wake her, revealing his ephemeral self. What might that sort of encounter show about her? 

He drained his glass and set his energy to drift toward the house with the rising breeze. Luc entered the house through the roof, flowing through walls and doors until he found the room she’d chosen. Her makeshift bed lay at the edge of the moonlight. Part of her nest remained in complete darkness. The dim light robbed her and her surroundings of color. He’d need all his hyper-senses to gauge her reactions. Luc took up a position in a moonlit corner, where he was certain she’d see him upon waking. He studied her still form. She’d foregone covers. Wise. Even the lightest sheet would retain heat in this climate and make sleep nearly impossible. She rested tightly curled on one side, head pillowed atop clasped hands. Her lips, revealed at last as lush and full, moved in silent speech. Then a hand shot out—palm raised in protest—and she tossed onto her back, groaning.

“What’s troubling you?” Luc mused aloud.

“Huh?”

The woman sat up, head moving rapidly side to side, searching until her gaze fixed on him.

“I asked what troubles you?”

“No!” She screamed and scrambled backward, cowering against the wall.

He looked down at himself. Yes, as he’d expected, she could see through his translucent body to the corner walls where he stood. “I apologize. I so rarely see anyone; I sometimes forget how people react when they see me like this.” Truth mixed with lie. As he’d had infinite time to remember, he forgot nothing.

She hugged her knees, clamping her eyes shut. “Not real. Dreaming. Just stress. Not real, not real, not real....”

Terror rolled off her in waves, battering him. Luc blinked, and shame washed over him. He vanished himself, rushing back to the Only Love. Had the moon been full, he would’ve been sweating, shaking in empathic dread. However, if the moon had been full, he would have been corporeal, and perhaps not have scared her so badly.

The woman, on the other hand, had held herself so tightly she could not shake, like some wounded creature. Those clenched eyes haunted him. She’d been desperate to convince herself she hallucinated. However, she hadn’t run away. Nor had she leapt for a weapon. She did not seem like the same woman who had confronted an unseen stranger. “... I have a rifle ... I’ll shoot...”

No wonder I’m intrigued.

Which was the real woman? 

The one who challenged, or the one who cowered? 

Luc would give her time. Watch, learn her habits and intentions. He need not hurry. Nor would he repeat tonight’s confrontation. He’d tested the waters and found conflicting currents. Strong, difficult currents. He began to feel—as he hadn’t for nearly one hundred years—the thrill of mastering an indomitable sea.
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​Chapter Two
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November 23, 1911, Waxing Crescent Moon,

Sweet Dreams plantation house, Mal Chance Bayou Louisiana

The next morning, Grace woke with a large number of aches and pains, as well as, a vague sense of unease.

She’d come a long way, weeks of travel by train, rented car, and finally, horse. Add multiple loads carried to and from her bedroom, then sleeping on the floor, so the aches and pains were no surprise. Hopefully, at some point, she’d acquire a bed. First, she needed to assess the house and determine what, if anything, could be done with it.

Paper and pencil in hand, she descended to the ground level kitchen. Slicing up two apples from her supplies, Grace grabbed her rifle, and clipped her water canteen to her belt. As she left the house, she nearly tripped over a small potted philodendron someone had placed within two paces of the door.

How odd? A gift from a neighbor? 

Distant memory stirred, of her aunt telling her about anonymous gifts appearing at every full moon. She’d said the giver was never identified. The plant’s source would remain a mystery, for now.

By the end of the day, Grace was exhausted and very puzzled. Carrying her rifle and lantern, she ambled to the ancient dock that projected into the bayou and sat. Surrounded by a swampy, humid dusk, she contemplated what she’d found during her day’s inspection.

In every part of the buildings and grounds, she’d discovered most of the damage was cosmetic. Given the erosive force of constant damp and rapid growth vegetation, the structures were surprisingly sound. Neither her aunt’s papers nor the attorney who executed Sarah’s will had made mention of a caretaker or maintenance man.

Who patched the holes in the roof? Who repaired the foundation? Why hide the repairs, making the house appear crumbled and unsound? Who planted the seedlings in the herb garden? 

Why was there no trace of anyone living here, or traveling to and from this place?

She pondered those questions, as dusk faded into night and she soaked up the calm of the bayou evening. All the usual sights, sounds and scents were present, and in addition, that odd cinnamon and sulfur aroma.

In the silence the drip-drip-drip of condensation into the placid surface of the bayou conjured the ring of that sledgehammer. A shudder chilled through her despite the swampy heat. She rotated her shoulders, to ease the tension brought on by the memory of the hammer falling from no one’s hands. I was tired and stressed. I imagined it all.

She hadn’t imagined the well-maintained condition of the house. The rooms should have been mold-ridden from the constant damp. Why weren’t the wooden columns and beams worm-eaten? Heck bats should have been roosting in the attic, but not one drop of guano signaled their presence. She’d no desire to encounter brown recluse or yellow sac spiders. The bayous certainly had their share of the venomous arachnids, but where were the cobwebs? Where was the dust of twenty years without a resident?

Why did she care? Because whoever was behind all of this was a threat to her solitude for certain, and perhaps worse. Her mind circled long enough for her to realize she would not solve that puzzle tonight, possibly not for weeks. Seeking distraction, Grace grabbed her list from her pocket, reviewing the items to be repaired, donated, or thrown away. She should add equipment and supplies for the remaining repairs and hauling away what wasn’t needed, as well as staples for herself, feed for the horses, and an ice box.

She’d ride into Duval Point. What she couldn’t get there, she’d order. She’d ask about Sweet Dreams. Did anyone come to the house? Why? Who? How often?

The last thing she wanted was company, but if someone was caring for the place, she could at least thank them before she warned them off.

She folded the page, returning it to her pocket, then lit the lantern. Night had fallen, and clouds chased each other across the waxing crescent moon. Grace would need the lantern to see her way back to the house.

***
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From the shadows of the trees, Luc watched the woman on the dock. She’d had a full day, exploring the house and grounds, examining every inch of every building, surveying the condition of the property, keeping a running list as she worked.

Clearly, she’s determined to stay. Would she be boon or bane? Bane most likely. Very few ever came with good intentions. Still, certainty is best. He needed to learn precisely what she wanted.

He crossed the weedy lawn toward the dock, stopping a few yards short. The moon was not full. He must be certain she couldn’t touch him.

“Bonswa, chère.”

The woman grabbed her rifle, leapt to her feet, and turned in one fluid move. Putting the gun to her shoulder, she aimed into the darkness.

Luc found himself staring at the barrel of an impressive weapon. Certainly, more impressive than the muzzle loaders of his pre-curse days. His hyper-senses picked up the panicked race of her heart.

“Whoever you are, leave. I’m armed,” she called. Ice coated the dusky voice. Her words held as steady as the hands holding the rifle, unlike her pulse drumming with fear.

He felt that racing thrum, and the contradiction with her show of calm strength made him smile. “You haven’t enough light to shoot me, chère,” he crooned. “Wait a moment, and the clouds will part.”

“My hearing is excellent. I can tell where you are by sound.” Her trigger finger moved. A distinct click, then a loud gunshot followed. She was good. Were he not ephemeral, she might’ve hurt him. As if frightened by the noise, the clouds fled. Luc remained. His body might be as intangible as the clouds, but he was made of sterner stuff. His lips twitched at the half truth.

The bullet had passed straight through him. It tickled some, so a moonbeam caught him scratching the irritated spot and inspecting his shirt for damage. He grinned, then lifted his gaze to the woman.

The rifle barrel wobbled the tiniest bit. Moonlight showed her pale. Perspiration dotted her brow.

“Who in blazes are you? Why aren’t you injured? You’re exactly where I aimed.”

Shrugging, he lifted his hands. “Captain Lucien Flynn, at your service. Perhaps you were mistaken in your aim. You did come close, however. You put a hole in my shirt.” He lifted the thin lawn to show the blackened edges of an oval shaped tear in the fabric.

The weapon steadied. “That kind of mistake could cost me my life. I don’t make mistakes where my survival is concerned. You have until I count three to get off my property. Kounya, ou gen jiska mwen konte twa pou sòti anba mwen,” she said. A woman who defended herself despite the fear he’d noted, understood Louisiana Creole, and could speak it fluently was an uncommon woman. “As you wish, chère.” Luc adjusted his stance, placing the heel of one foot against the arch of the other. Arms loose at his side, he bent at the hips. The bow was quite low. He let his head drop a fraction before standing upright. Then casting her one more glance, he pivoted on his heel, vanishing into the shadows. “And don’t come back. Et pa vinn tounen.” 

He laughed into the dark.

She certainly had spirit. What will she do when I return?

Warning or no, Luc wasn’t about to ignore the most interesting person to cross his path in more than nine decades.
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November 23, 1911, Waxing Crescent Moon,

Sweet Dreams plantation house, Mal Chance Bayou Louisiana

Grace shivered at the disembodied laughter echoing through the bayou. She sucked in air, trying to calm her galloping pulse. Squinting into the dark, the need to see the intruder froze her in place.

However, the clouds returned and made identifying shapes impossible. He had vanished as completely as the now-hidden moon. Good riddance to bad rubbish. I doubt he’s captain of anything. How is it possible I did not wound him?

Her breath evened, and her pulse slowed. Her aim had been true, like always. Even before the brief break in the clouds had revealed him to be exactly where her ears had told her. Her shot had not faltered. How had he not bled like the proverbial pig? How had he not uttered a sound of pain? 

Instead, he’d grinned and suggested her aim had been off.

If Grace hadn’t been so angry at having her privacy invaded, she might’ve been frightened. As if she weren’t already scared enough about her uncertain future in a world that held no safe haven for her.

When he’d appeared, the briefest niggle of familiarity had stirred before anger surged at his breaking the small amount of peace she’d built over the day. Surprise knotted her shoulders. Was she still so fragile that a single stranger’s Bonswa, chère could upset her?

Anger, frustration fear—all churned in her stomach. I’m making too much of someone who does not deserve another thought.

If only she could act on that. In the past year, Grace had had plenty of practice dismissing people who’d treated her with soul searing disdain, simply because she didn’t have the heart to deal with them. It should’ve been second nature. He caught me unaware is all.

She lowered the rifle. The night sounds had resumed, and something told her she wouldn’t see the captain again tonight. Grace went back to the house and the second story room she’d begun to make hers. During her search of the house today, she’d found a few usable pieces of furniture and had hauled them to her room. It wouldn’t take much to make the table, chair and bed frame functional. She’d add a mattress to the items to have delivered from the village.

As she busied herself with her nightly routine, she considered her visitor. She had no doubt he’d return. He’d been too cocky, too confident. He’d not take seriously her warning to stay away. Well, Grace would prepare for that, along with the appearance of any other unwanted visitors; but a good night’s sleep first. No stranger would be allowed to destroy the peace she wanted to build here.

She wished the encounter hadn’t upset her. Not simply because of the intrusion into her privacy, but also because of the reminder that she was alone. No, not alone...lonely. She’d sought solitude at Sweet Dreams. Still, while she might claim not to need anyone, she couldn’t deny the very human longing for companionship.

The longing brought Aunt Sarah to mind. Grace had very little left to remind her of her aunt. She kept those few items close, especially the antique silver keepsake music box. “I wish I could talk to you about the man I saw tonight.” 

So what if I talk to my dead Aunt? 

Aunt Sarah was the only person who’d ever loved her. I need her. So, in private, she talked to her aunt.

Grace craved sleep, but it wasn’t going to happen. She wound the music box and opened the log book to where she’d last stopped. The events were just as boring as before. She read for about fifteen minutes before her eyelids started to droop. Setting the book aside, she wound the box again and, to the strains of Early One Morning, drifted into dreams.

Grainne hummed a tune about a fair young maid and her faithless lover, as she scrubbed her father’s shirt against the washboard. “I’ll never do that to you.” The words came from behind her.

“Luc.” Shirt, soap and brush dropped into the washtub. She turned and smiled at the love of her life. Friends since childhood, affection had evolved into love.

“Yes, me.” He grinned.

She dried her hands on her apron, straightened the skirt of her work dress, and shoved tendrils of red hair out of her face.

He opened his arms wide, and she rushed to hold him. Her fingers tangled in the black curls at his nape. She inhaled the scents of lavender water, bay rum, and Luc. She rested her head on the soft linen over the solid muscles of his chest and listened to his heart beat steady and strong. As he had been for her, a steady source of strength for most of her life.

“You shouldn’t be here. What if Da comes home and sees you?” Grainne pushed back to study Luc’s face. His blue gaze turned solemn. His smile dimmed, and his mouth—his dear mouth—firmed. ““’Tis past time he knew.”

“He blames you for Jamie’s death.” Worry squeezed her heart, and she stepped away.

“He’s a grieving old man with no control over what happened to his son. I understand.” Luc’s voice thickened, issuing words from his handsome drawn face.

She stared out at the rolling fields of her farm dotted with a few sheep. Once her family had owned a large flock. Most of it was gone now to taxes and troubles. “That’s very kind of you, but you should leave.” ’Twas all she could do to keep her love safe.

“Kiss me first.”

She looked around. The sheets on the line hid them from view of the road. “Very well.” She stood on tiptoe and grasped his shoulders, intending a quick peck.

Luc was having none of that. He turned his head as she moved. Their lips met. All thought of troubles vanished and Grainne was lost. Drowning in the pleasure that was Lucien Flynn’s kiss, her body flushed hot. Her conscience demanded she stop. but she couldn’t abandon the promise of love.

When they finally came up for air, she shoved him away. “Rogue,” she teased.

“Only with you.” 

“I’d not have you else. Now you’ve had your kiss, be off.” She waved a hand toward the road on the far side of the clothesline.

“I will, but first I’ve a present for you.” He bent, and the snug pantaloons he wore tightened over his thighs and bum.

Grainne sighed. As he straightened, he lifted a package from beside him on the ground.

“Why, it’s not my birthday or name day.” She should not accept any gift from him, but curiosity prevailed.

““’Tis a day I want you to remember.” Luc smiled.

“Why?” Wonder fluttered in her chest.

“Open it. I think you’ll understand.”

Grainne rolled her eyes. “Since you insist.” She ripped the brown paper wrapping at one corner. The sun glinted off silver, echoing the perpetual gleam in Luc’s eyes. “Is it...? You didn’t.” She tore away the paper and stared at the ornate silver box. “D...do you like it?”

“Oh, Luc. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” She bussed his cheek.

“Hmph. Last week, you said my eyes were the most beautiful thing you’d ever seen.”

She slapped at his arm, flashing a grin. “You know what I mean.”  

“Aye, that I do.”

She hefted the box. “’Tis quite heavy.”

“Partly because the silver is solid and not plate.” He grinned again. “Now open it.”

Grainne pried at the lid then studied the front of the box. “There’s a key hole, but it won’t open. Are you having me on?”

“No. I apologize. Look on the bottom.”

She turned the box over. “Two keys?”

“Aye, but only the one on the left opens the box. However, you’ll need the pair.”

Taking both keys, she put one in the pocket of her apron then used the other to unlock the box. Grainne gasped.

Atop the deep green velvet lining lay a simple, golden lover’s knot ring. In the center of the knot sat a stone the same misty green hue as her eyes.

“Will you marry me, Grainne Tirlán?” His voice shook a bit.

She met his gaze, tears brimming. “I...ah...I cannot answer you now.”

“Shall I speak with your father then?” The words were firm and oddly desperate.

The worry in Luc’s voice made her heart trip.

“Nay.” Hugging the box to herself, she raised a warding palm. “Nay, we...we’ll talk to him together, after I’ve had time to think.”

“Ah, I’ve surprised you. You do know I love you?” His smile replaced the worried frown.

“Of course.” She dropped her arm. “As I love you, but marriage... Marriage is about more than love, Luc. You of all folk, should know that.” She reached out her hand and silently urged him to understand.

His expression dark, bleak, he stared at her offered hand for some time but did not take it. “Aye.”

Grainne hurried to grasp his arm and put it ‘round her shoulders. “I’m sorry. I should never have mentioned...”

“That my father would not marry my mother because she is not English enough.” Bitterness dripped from his voice.

“I’m sorry, Luc.”

“No more than I,” he sighed. “I don’t want us to be like them. I want us to wed. I want our children to have two parents.”

“We’re not like them.” She turned in to his embrace, hoping to soothe the painful memories. “While you may not like him much, you have a father and a mother.”

“Let’s not talk about them.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead. “Try the ring on. I need to know that it fits.” A sadness crept into his smile.

“When I give you my answer, I’ll try the ring, not before.” Grainne raised her chin.

“Then, at least use the other key. The box holds another gift.”

“More?” That flutter of excitement returned.

“Aye.”

She drew the second key from her apron pocket, then searched the box for a second keyhole.“How?”

Luc chuckled. “The maker was very clever. See this little knob, between these two silver leaves?” He pointed at the front of the box.

She followed the direction of his finger. “The one that looks like an acorn?”

“Aye. Push it upwards.”

Grainne did so and revealed a hidden keyhole. She put the key in and turned it.

Nothing happened. She frowned again. “I don’t understand.”

“Keep turning.”

She met some resistance, but managed to force the key around three or four times. The moment she let go, music rippled from the box.

“Early one morning just at the break of dawning....” Luc sang along with the music.

“Luc, Luc, you darling man.” Her heart sped up, and she blinked away fresh tears, hugging him tight for just a moment.

“Your darling man, only.”

“You remembered my favorite tune.”

“Why you love such a sad song is beyond understanding, but you do, so of course that’s what I asked the smith to make for you.” His smile was tempting and proud.

Grainne pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Come back in a fortnight. I’ll tell you my answer then,” she said, as the song wound into silence.

“Two weeks will feel like two centuries, but I’ll do as you ask. I’ll always do as you ask.”

That sincere admission warmed her heart, almost enough to banish the worm of foreboding that threatened the happy future they hoped for.

“When you come back meet me at the brook by the rowan tree.”

“Where I first kissed you.” Now Luc’s handsome expression was wistful.

“Where I first allowed you to kiss me, sir.” Pretending haughtiness, she stuck her nose in the air.

“Aye, the first time,” he said. “Now, get you gone.” She aimed him toward the road and slapped his shoulder. “Da will be home soon, and I don’t want you two to argue.”

“I’m going, I’m going.” He planted a kiss atop her head then his long legs carried him off.

Grainne stared into the box. She stroked the ring with her finger then closed the lid. She removed the music box key and closed the covering knob then locked the box shut. Returning the keys to their slots, she hurried into the house and up to her cot under the eaves. She wrapped the box in a clean rag then shoved it beneath her bed. If Da found it, he’d sell it. He might even beat her for accepting it first.

She must decide what to do. Luc might think a fortnight a long time, but Grainne knew better. Two weeks would come entirely too soon. She also knew what she would say to Luc.

Grace came awake slowly.

What a very odd dream. Prompted by that music box, no doubt. That was most likely why everything, even the man named Luc, felt familiar. The broad, white-shirted shoulders, the tight pants, the chiseled chin and night dark eyes. That he shared the same name as the dream man must be coincidence. The box beside her makeshift bed was identical to the one in her dream. Right down to the two keys and the green velvet lining. Although, that had been replaced two or three times—Aunt Sarah had told her when she’d given the box to Grace.

The song was the same as well.

Early one morning,

Just as the sun was rising, ...

She’d always liked the melody, even after she understood how sad it was, and she hummed the tune as she sat up.

A groan cut off her humming.

Yesterday’s aches and pains were nothing compared to this morning. Her head had joined the chorus of agony, throbbing in every muscle and sinew. She needed a day off, but she could not have one. She wanted the house restored by summer, or she would labor in the heat. She had both dried lavender and peppermint. She’d make a tea, just as Aunt Sarah had taught her when her childhood nightmares had become too stressful. With the tension of the move from Boston and the events of the past year, there was more than enough cause for headaches. Having remedies close at hand was a relief.

Grace wouldn’t mind having someone to talk to, a confidant. However, the only person she’d met, Captain Lucien Flynn, was far from the type to inspire confidences. He unsettled her. When moonlight had finally revealed him, he should’ve been bleeding. She hadn’t wanted to kill him, just teach him a very painful lesson. Instead, he’d calmly suggested her aim was off.

I don’t want to believe he was right, but what else would explain the lack of a wound?

Odd, her intruder shared a name and possessed a strong resemblance to the man of her dream. However, that man had shown tenderness and glimpses of joy along with some sorrow over his father. The stranger of the previous night, had shown no softness of any sort. In hind sight, she decided the man was a cynic with a low opinion of a woman’s capabilities. He would come back, and she would show him, or any intruder, just how capable she was. Another encounter with her rifle would no doubt convince him to leave her be. Grace dismissed Flynn from her mind, and cleaned up the small mess of her meal. Then she went to work, searching the rooms for more usable pieces of furniture. The task took most of the day, and she had not begun to delve into the attics. She’d save those for the future.
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​Chapter Four
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December 02, 1911, Waxing Gibbous

Sweet Dreams Plantation House, Mal Chance Bayou

Lantern alight and rifle in hand, Grace left by the back door, as night defeated dusk. Every evening for the last eight days, she’d gone to the dock. The gentle lap of the bayou against the wood soothed, helping her relax while the moon rose. Tonight, would be the same as every other night since she’d arrived. Except for that first night.

She found herself again searching the tree line for any sign of her visitor.

He must have taken me seriously. Surprising as that was, the captain’s continued absence was a blessing. Right now, I don’t need or want any company, and certainly not that of some conceited stranger. Grace didn’t care how handsome he might appear in the moonlight or how odd his attire. Clouds scudded slowly over the pale orb, making her glad of the lantern.

Two steps from the house, a scent caught her attention. She sniffed, cinnamon and...spent black powder. The sulfurous scent was imprinted on her memory from a demonstration of antique canons in one of her graduate classes. The odor wasn’t normal for a backwoods bayou. Grace needed to seek it out and destroy it, before the irritating aroma destroyed her peace.

Moonlight pierced the cloudy curtain. A man stood near the dock. Ever present fear and worry froze her in place.

Run. Hide. I won’t. No matter how much I want to.

He faced the bayou, so she couldn’t tell if it was Flynn. However, her appraiser’s skills helped. She catalogued his appearance. Loose white shirt, tight pants, tall boots. The exercise helped suppress the debilitating emotions.

Only one man she’d ever met wore such an outfit.

He turned, confirming her analysis.

“Bonswa, chère.” The so-called captain executed a bow more suited to a royal court than a bayou.

The timbre of his deep voice layered anger over every other feeling. She set down the lantern, marching toward him, shouldering the rifle, aiming at his head. “I told you never to come back.”

“I know, chère. However, you are too intriguing to resist.” He smiled. The man had entirely too much confidence.

She snorted drawing nearer. “Stuff and nonsense. Who are you, and what are you doing on my property? Kiyès ou ye e kisa w ap fè sou pwopriyete mwen an?” she repeated in Creole, to be certain he understood.

He was tall, as handsome as she recalled, in an earthy sort of way. In her mind’s eye flashed an image of the Luc from that odd dream. Dark hair, blue eyes—shadowed tonight despite the moon. His white shirt bore numerous ugly stains along with the oval tear she’d caused. Why hasn’t he changed his clothes?

The question was too intimate to ask of a virtual stranger.

The thin lawn fabric fell loose to his waist, revealing a well-muscled chest. His tight pants revealed his waist and hips to be attractively narrow, supported by thighs as deliciously muscled as his abdominals. The trousers disappeared into a pair of tall boots any swashbuckler would envy.

The clouds retreated offering a better look at his face. Sparks lit his blue eyes. He’s laughing at me?

Grace pursed her lips and threw him her hardest glare. A glare that had had any over-reaching client quaking in their patent leathers and spats.

Flynn’s lips parted. Straight white teeth gleamed in a smile he probably thought was charming at best and dis-arming at the least. Perhaps it worked, with other women.

He shrugged. “Would you consider lowering that rifle?”

She shifted her aim to his shoulder.

“Ou pa kreyol?” she asked.

“No, darlin’.You’re right. I’m no Creole.”

“Not Creole but, Irish.” She tilted her chin up.

The black brows rose. “You’ve a good ear, darlin’.”

Since he’d made no aggressive move, Grace pointed the rifle at the ground, but deepened her frown. She really didn’t want to shoot him. She did want to demonstrate she wasn’t happy seeing him again. “Where you learned to speak hardly matters. Answer my question. What are you doing at Sweet Dreams?”
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