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Prologue

	Shrieks, loud and shrill, echoed through the old house, sending Abigail up from her chair in an instant. She knew they could mean only one thing.

	The specter was out and about.

	Hurrying in the general direction of the shrieks, now joined by the sound of running footsteps, Abigail exited the drawing room just in time to see Mr. Wiggins, the prospective buyer of the property, rush past her toward the doors.

	“Mr. Wiggins! Please, wait!” Abigail called, but the gentleman only glanced in her direction, his face pale, his expression one of absolute terror. Although she suspected there would be no reasoning with him, Abigail was not about to concede defeat.

	“Mr. Wiggins!” she called again. Stepping outside, she gave chase, but encumbered by her skirts, she stood little chance of reaching the man. Pausing to retrieve his fallen hat also slowed her, so that by the time she finally neared him, he was already climbing into his carriage. Abandoning all decorum, Abigail flung herself at the window of the conveyance. “Mr. Wiggins, if I might have a word with you about the property,” she said, a bit breathlessly.

	“I have no interest in a—a haunted house!” he sputtered, out of breath himself. “Do you know what I saw in there?”

	“Well, I gather—” Abigail began.

	Mr. Wiggins cut her off. “It was a ghost, a disembodied spirit swooping through the air right toward me! Why, it nearly attacked me!” No doubt that explained his headlong flight from the place, as well as his shrieks.

	Although Abigail tried, once more, to gain his attention, Mr. Wiggins turned his head away and shouted for his driver. She had just a moment to thrust the man’s hat through the open window before the carriage rolled into motion, leaving her standing in the drive.

	“He was not attacked! Why, what nonsense!” A female voice, sounding rather bemused, came to her ears, and Abigail turned to find her cousin Mercia behind her. The elderly woman had been giving Mr. Wiggins a tour of the house, but obviously was unable to keep up with him, for she only now reached Abigail’s side.

	“Sir Boundefort simply made contact with us,” Mercia said. “It was quite thrilling! Why, Mr. Wiggins ought to feel privileged. I certainly don’t know why he left so suddenly.”

	“And at such speed,” Abigail said, dryly.

	“Yes, he did seem to be in quite a hurry, didn’t he?” Mercia said. “Perhaps he had some other pressing appointment.”

	Presumably, that would be an angry meeting with her bailiff, Abigail thought as the vehicle carrying away her hopes disappeared into the distance. If only she could banish the specter as easily, she mused, and the thought gave her pause.

	“This situation cannot continue,” she said aloud. Unfortunately, today was not the first instance in which a grown man had run past her, out the door and away in broad daylight, but she vowed that it would be the last. 

	Ever since her arrival at Sibel Hall, Abigail had heard rumors of a mysterious specter, supposedly the spirit of some long-dead ancestor rising from his grave to make an appearance. The ghost, apparently manifesting itself as a wispy white form, had already driven off most of the servants, the bailiff, and an earlier interested party.

	But the fright’s reign of terror, or at least, its reign of annoyance, was soon to end. Abigail didn’t care whether the thing was a relative or not, she was in desperate straits. She needed to sell the Hall, and she had suffered enough interference from its resident haunter. Any further dallying on her part would only result in the property acquiring an adverse reputation, making its eventual sale impossible. She must act, before it was too late.

	“What do you intend to do, dear?” Mercia asked.

	Abigail frowned. Having exhausted all reasonable solutions to the problem, she knew of only one remaining possibility. "There is a man..." she whispered, finding it difficult to speak his name. She cleared her throat. "He dealt with the haunting at Belles Corners."

	"Ah! You mean Viscount Moreland, the heir to the earldom of Westhaven," Mercia said.

	"Yes," Abigail murmured. "Lord Moreland." If only there were someone else...

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter One

	He was sick to death of ghosts.

	In fact, Christian, Viscount Moreland, a man who could hold his own in any situation, had gone to ground at the family seat in order to avoid them. Or rather, to avoid the invitations that bombarded him to variously observe, debunk, or verify them.

	Much to Christian’s annoyance, the public viewed him as an expert on the phenomenon, thanks to friends who had dragged him on a lark to the famous haunted house in Belles Corners. Of course, the so-called ghost had been nothing more than a couple of poor sods hoping to profit from their antics, and in an action he had begun to rue, Christian had been the one to prove it. As a result, he was inundated with reports of specters, apparitions, appearances of the dead, and assorted haunted objects, including bells, drums and stones, as well as spirits of animals, which apparently manifested themselves most often as fiery-eyed dogs.

	None of them interested him in the slightest.

	The only good thing to come of the situation was that to escape such pleas he had returned to the family seat for a long overdue stay with his grandfather. Having arrived too late the night before to spend much time with the elderly earl, he was looking forward today to a cozy visit—and a respite from all things ghostly. After a leisurely breakfast, Christian wandered the familiar rooms of his youth, coming finally to the long gallery, where portraits of his ancestors lined the walls and the earl was ensconced in a comfy chair by the fire.

	“I thought I’d find you here,” Christian said with an affection born of both blood and respect. But his smile was tempered by unease as he watched his grandsire rise unsteadily to greet him. Only force of will kept Christian in his place, along with the knowledge that the proud gentleman would not welcome his assistance. Having taken a fall from his horse last year, the earl was looking every one of his seventy years, and the thought made Christian’s heart catch. The old man was all the family he had left.

	Silently, he vowed to spend more time with the earl, who had been resting here since the injury. For many months, Christian had let himself be kept away by petty business and travel. Well, not that petty. A fire had destroyed his own house last year, and while making plans for a new structure, Christian had found himself developing a genuine interest in building. Since then, he had been observing different country homes and meeting with architects, but now he berated himself for his absence. His grandfather wasn’t getting any younger.

	As if echoing his thoughts, the older man spoke in a deceptively casual voice. “So, how long are you planning to grace us with your presence, dear boy?”

	Taking his seat, Christian accepted the sting of guilt that came with his grandfather’s words, for he fully intended to change his ways. “I think I’ll linger awhile this time,” he answered, just as casually.

	The earl glanced up at him in some surprise. “But what of your plans for Bexley Court?”

	Christian shrugged. “They can wait.”

	The old man’s white brows drew together in thought, and Christian braced himself for argument. The earl would probably insist that Christian pursue his project without delay, but he was just as determined to resist and spend a little time with his grandsire. Whatever the earl was about to say, however, was interrupted by the butler, who entered with a small tray.

	“Ah, the post,” the earl said, grinning. “One of the highlights of my day.” The words made Christian frown as he thought of the old man, once so vital and busy, reduced to cherishing the reading of correspondence over any real activity. But there was no doubt that the earl perused the arrivals with more than the usual interest.

	“Here are some new letters from your architect cronies,” he said, tossing a couple of missives toward Christian. “And a packet from your steward, sent on from London.” He paused to hold up another piece of mail. “But what’s this? A letter from Devon! And in a lady’s handwriting, I do believe. I used to know a young lady from Devon,” his grandfather said, waxing nostalgic.

	Although Christian suspected the missive was from some builder having heard of his plans, he didn’t want to disappoint his grandfather. The earl already was unfolding the paper, as if eager for some vicarious enjoyment of a love affair, which Christian could have assured him did not exist. Certain in his suppositions, Christian could only be dismayed when he heard his grandfather’s next words.

	“Why, it is from a lady,” the old man murmured. “A lady in distress!”

	Christian rolled his eyes. Most of the females he knew were more capable of causing distress than being a victim of it. But before he could voice that disparaging remark, the earl was glancing up at him, a grave cast to his features. “Good Lord, Christian, she’s being plagued by some sort of phantom. And she is begging you to drive it from her home. Why, this is a most serious business. You must help her!”

	Christian groaned. Not again. Most of these absurd appeals arrived at his town house or were directed to his own estate, but it seemed someone had the wherewithal to approach the family seat with the nonsensical reports. Although tempted to snatch the missive from his grandfather’s hands and toss it into the fire, Christian showed admirable restraint. Instead of snatching it, he asked for it politely.

	“Let me see,” he said, leaning forward to receive the foolscap. He paused in surprise at the expression of expectation on his grandfather’s face, then dismissed it, distracted by a faint whiff of pleasing scent. Lifting the letter to his nose, Christian drew a deep breath. Lilacs. He struggled against an unwelcome warmth. Something about the flowers always made him feel good.

	Perhaps he equated them with the family seat. Someone had brought the plants over from the continent years ago, and there were several enormous old bushes clustered near the orchard. He had often played beneath them in his childhood, so it was no wonder that he liked the smell. And yet, why did the once-familiar odor rouse his interest so strongly as to border upon anticipation? Christian shook his head even as he shook out the letter.

	My Lord Moreland, it began, and Christian noted the beautiful hand, it is with deep regret that I write to impose upon you. Deep regret? Christian snorted. He’d never heard that particular tone before.

	However, I find myself in a difficult situation, which I feel could benefit from your expertise. I’ll just bet, Christian thought, cynically. I have recently inherited Sibel Hall, a small manor that I am attempting to sell. Sadly, I have attained little success because of the sudden and unpropitious appearance of a specter. Probably the specter of spinsterhood, Christian thought. He’d been the victim of enough match-minded mamas to be wary of female wiles.

	Although presumably of interest to men of science as an unusual phenomenon, the phantom is disrupting my plans for the house, and I am rather anxious for its departure. That particular phrasing made Christian laugh outright. Having recently become aware of your activities in Belles Corners, I am convinced that you would be able to provide invaluable assistance in dealing with the disturbance here. Thus, I am writing to request that you visit Sibel Hall at the earliest opportunity and draw your own conclusions.

	Unfortunately, Christian had already drawn them. Although he appreciated the rather dry character of the correspondence, it was hardly the desperate plea of a damsel in distress that his grandfather described.

	I would not normally appeal to you, of course, but circumstances being what they are, I would appreciate your aid in routing the ghost. Hopefully, this can be accomplished swiftly and with minimal inconvenience. It was signed by a Miss Parkinson, Sibel Hall, Devon, and since unmarried ladies did not, as a rule, write gentlemen, Christian was even less inclined to look favorably upon the missive. With a low sound of annoyance, he turned to feed it to the fire, but the earl was still quick, despite his years, and managed to seize it.

	“Christian!” he scolded, eyeing his grandson askance. “You cannot mean to ignore this! Why, this poor woman, this Miss Parkinson, is in most desperate straits.”

	Aren’t they all? thought Christian cynically. Women had always plagued him—for his title, his money, or his attentions—and he could just envision Miss Parkinson. Either she was the kind of henwit who was frightened by nightly noises, the type constantly being revived from faints with burning feathers, or she was just another in a long line of schemers out to snare herself an eligible nobleman.

	Considering the tenor of her so-called plea, Christian was betting on the latter, and he had no intention of being forced into wedding such a creature. In fact, marriage was the furthest thing from his mind right now. Lately, he had made no time for dallying with women, preferring to focus his attention on the planning of Bexley Court. “I’m afraid I can’t help her.”

	“But she says you are an expert.” the earl protested.

	Christian grimaced. “That business at Belles Corners was so obvious that anyone with a modicum of sense could have uncovered it. Personally, I think most of the people who paid to see the ghostly visitation simply wanted some entertainment. And the fellows who were putting on the show certainly provided it.”

	“Now, Christian, you can hardly blame this poor young woman,” the earl said. “She appears to be a victim of circumstance, having inherited the phantom along with the house. And there’s no need to be so contemptuous. Why, she doesn’t sound the least bit foolish or naive.”

	Christian lifted his tawny brows in a manner that bespoke his skepticism, but the earl appeared unmoved. “It’s your duty to come to this lady’s aid.”

	“Do you know how many of those entreaties I have received since the Belles Corners affair?” Christian asked, with a pained expression. “Right now, I just want to rebuild Bexley Court, and I don’t have the time to trot about the country, exposing haunts that the gullible public seems happy to embrace.”

	“Your plans for your house are admirable, and, as you know, I heartily approve of your initiative. However, as a gentleman of the realm, you are obligated to protect the weaker of the sexes,” his grandfather said, in his most patriarchal voice.

	Weaker? Christian stifled a snort. In his experience, that was a misnomer, for the women he knew were wilier than men, with a deep-rooted instinct for self-interest. He opened his mouth to point that out, but the earl had donned a pensive expression and began muttering to himself.

	“Sibel Hall. I do believe I’ve been there. A striking bit of Greek Revival architecture with a modern interpretation,” the earl said, tapping the letter to his chin. “You really ought to take a look. Go over there and kill two birds with one stone, sort of thing.”

	Christian frowned, but the hint of an interesting edifice had hooked him like a fish to bait. “Just how striking?”

	The earl grinned. “Ought to have thought of it before, really. But now you have the perfect opportunity to see for yourself. And you can report to me on how you like the style—and the ghost.” His grandfather waited expectantly, his eyes shining, as if with renewed interest in life itself, and Christian didn’t have the heart to turn him back into a bored old man whose daily highlight was the arrival of the post.

	But if the earl was that enamored of the idea, perhaps he could be persuaded to go along. Not having been inundated with spectral tales, the old man obviously was curious about the haunting, and Christian would enjoy his company on the trip. Truth be told, he wouldn’t mind having a chaperone along to stand between him and the potentially marriage-minded Miss Parkinson.

	“I’ve an idea. Why don’t we both go?” Christian suggested. 

	But the earl twitched suddenly as if his hip pained him, and the light in the old eyes dimmed. “If you don’t mind, I’ll bow out this time,” he said, putting a brave face on his fading physical condition. “Not quite feeling up to it.”

	Christian’s brow furrowed instantly in concern. “Then I should stay here with you.”

	“No!” His grandfather’s head jerked upward. “Now, Christian, you’ve a responsibility to live up to your noble forefathers and rescue this poor lady in distress.”

	His forefathers were a pack of pirates, not knights errant, but Christian politely refrained from pointing that out.

	“Besides, I want a full report on your impressions of Sibel Hall. I’ve an interest in Bexley Court myself, you know.”

	He looked so eager, so vital again, that Christian wavered, even though he had come home specifically to avoid the supernatural and to enjoy a nice long, leisurely visit with his grandfather. But how could he refuse such urging? Finally, he nodded his assent and was rewarded with his grandfather’s hearty grin.

	“That’s the spirit!” the earl said.

	Christian wasn’t sure if the pun was intentional or not. But even as he basked in his grandfather’s approval, Christian had the vague suspicion he had just been manipulated by a master.

	 

	One look at Sibel Hall confirmed Christian’s earlier conjecture with a vengeance. Groaning in disgust, he glanced across the coach at his valet, Hobbins. “Obviously, Grandfather is having me on.”

	“I wouldn’t know, my lord,” Hobbins answered with his usual decorum. Having been his father’s valet, Hobbins was getting on in years, but to Christian he was a steadying presence, as well as an excellent body servant. Although the man had a standing offer of a cozy retirement, he refused to abandon his employer to what he termed the “impertinent incompetents” of the younger generation and stayed on, quietly efficient and immune to all manner of disturbances, from bad roads to unaired bedding.

	“The earl always manages to get his way, through a variety of means, but this time he has lied outright, though he will never admit as much,” Christian said. “If I tell the crafty old gentleman that Sibel Hall definitely isn’t a unique example of Greek Revival or, indeed, of the slightest architectural interest, he’ll get that pensive look, as if his memory is failing—even though we both know he is sharp as a tack and just as prickly when crossed.”

	“If you say so, my lord,” was Hobbins’ noncommittal answer.

	With a sigh of frustration, Christian again studied his destination, a rather nondescript building overgrown with trailing vines. If he weren’t so tired and hungry, he would have set his coachman to turning round. But the nearest inn was miles behind him, and should he abandon his quest, no doubt he would never hear the end of it from his grandfather, who would swear he had missed viewing some extraordinary piece of interior decoration. Unfortunately, Christian figured his chances of finding anything of interest at Sibel Hall were minimal. He turned back to Hobbins and lifted his brows, struck by a sudden suspicion. “I don’t suppose the earl shared with you his reasons for promoting this little jaunt?”

	“I’m sorry, my lord, but I am not privy to his lordship’s innermost thoughts.”

	Christian tried not to snort at that statement. Hobbins knew more about what went on in both his and his grandfather’s household than anyone else, including himself. But if the loyal retainer was aware of the details of this venture, he  wasn’t talking, and nothing short of torture would get it out of him.

	Heaving another sigh, Christian stepped out of the coach, ignoring the delightful aspect of a June afternoon to turn a jaundiced eye upon the north face of Sibel Hall. Although not especially ugly, it was one of those jumbles of ragstone, timber, and brick of various ages, with pitched roofs and crenellations, that didn’t have much to recommend it. It looked to be rather neglected, as well, both the house and the grounds giving evidence through overgrown hedges, broken shutters, and the ever-present vines.

	What was his grandfather thinking to send him on this wild goose chase? Christian found it hard to believe the old man had been taken in by some female’s tale of ghostly activities. He shook his head, knowing that he might never discover the sometimes eccentric ways of his grandsire. Indeed, it seemed that the old man’s peculiarities had grown since the accident, and Christian wondered if the fall had affected something other than his bones. He felt a sudden pang of dismay, for the earl had always been as clever as a fox. He would hate to grow senile.

	Christian dismissed the thought as he approached the entrance, while Hobbins supervised the unloading of the coach. Whatever his grandfather’s reasoning, he was here and would have to make the best of it, at least for the night. He just hoped that for his pains, he would receive a decent meal and comfortable bed—and that Miss Parkinson didn’t plan to ensconce herself in the latter.

	When the door finally opened to admit him, Christian frowned to see a wide-eyed maid. The lack of a butler bespoke straitened circumstances at Sibel Hall, and his concern over Miss Parkinson’s motives grew in accordance with his discovery. The little maid led him through a rather dark interior that needed a good airing. He wondered, cynically, if the dimness was supposed to lend atmosphere to the ghost tales.

	The furnishings were heavy and dark, as well, and rather threadbare, confirming Christian’s initial opinion as he made his way through several rooms toward, he presumed, his hostess. He half expected Miss Parkinson to be draped over a couch bed in dishabille, prostrate from terror as she waited for rescue, whether from the haunting or her straitened circumstances. But when he was shown into the study, the only other occupant of the room was seated, straight-backed, behind a massive mahogany desk.

	And instead of looking terrified, she looked rather terrifying, with hair pulled back from her face and an ill-favored gown of unrelieved black. Reminded of one old governess who had run roughshod over the household in his youth, Christian shuddered. He turned to glance behind him, half expecting to see another’s presence, but they were alone. Surely, this female was not Miss Parkinson, but some employee or dependent relation? 

	“My lord Moreland, how good of you to come so quickly. I trust your journey was not too taxing,” the woman said, rising to her feet, as a subordinate would. Although the windows were behind her, keeping her face in shadow, Christian could tell she was tall and not as old as he would have guessed by her clothes and demeanor.

	Squinting, Christian was tempted to tell her to move into the light, urged on by a sudden, sharp curiosity. He caught the scent of lilacs, though the window was closed, and felt the resulting sensation of both comfort and excitement, along with some long dormant stirring. Did he know this woman? Surely not. He could not remember anyone wearing such dowdy, ill-fitting garb or hair that was not arranged about their face in ringlets.  “The trip was satisfactory, Miss...?” Christian trailed off, lifting his brows.

	“Miss Parkinson,” she answered, her own darker brows rising slightly.

	Christian hid both his surprise and disappointment. For a moment, she had seemed oddly familiar, but he shook off that feeling only to frown in puzzlement. Surely, she could not be the woman who had written to him. He had expected someone younger, more appealing, and certainly more welcoming. Perhaps she was only representing another. “And when shall I meet your mistress?”

	Miss Parkinson stiffened, a black silhouette in the dim light. “I fear you are laboring under a misapprehension. I am not employed by anyone here. I inherited this house from my great-uncle Mr. Bascomb Averill, and as I explained in my letter, I am having difficulties finding a buyer for it.”

	This time Christian could not hide his surprise as easily, for why would a female of any means take on this one’s appearance? He supposed there were women in the world who knew so little about fashion and deportment that they resembled governesses without actually going into that line of work. They might be born that way, stiff and menacing in their cradles, in preparation for a career wearing caps and dour expressions. Shaking his head, Christian tried to rein in his wandering thoughts and pay attention to Miss Parkinson’s speech. 

	“Apparently, there seems to be little interest in such phenomena from the science community, so I was hoping that perhaps you, with your, uh, particular abilities, might be able to aid me,” she said.

	Christian frowned. For someone who was asking for his help, Miss Parkinson wasn’t making up to him very well. Was there a hint of disapproval in her voice, or was it just part and parcel of her persona? Cynically, he began to wonder whether she was a little too involved with the haunting, just like the fellows at Belles Corners.

	“If you want me to take a look at this thing, I will,” he said. “But if you’re hoping for some kind of notoriety or a lot of gullible visitors, then I’ll just turn around and save us both a waste of time.”

	There was no mistaking her expression this time. “I assure you that I wish to be rid of the spirit, not perpetrate some hoax!” she said, obviously outraged.

	“Good,” Christian said. “And while we’re speaking plainly, let us understand each other. I am here for no other purpose than to have a look at your so-called phantom.” Although he couldn’t imagine this woman cozying up to him, Christian supposed that anything was possible, and he wanted to put an end to any such notions immediately.

	But she was already taking umbrage at his words. “My lord, there most certainly is a phantom. Whether he is real or not is for you to determine,” she said, with the look of an overtaxed teacher about to deliver a stern setdown to a pupil.

	Christian held up his hand to stop the lecture he anticipated as forthcoming. “What I mean is that I am not here to entertain you or your guests, nor to be matched with any eligible young ladies,” he said, intent upon addressing any potential schemes.

	Despite her resemblance to a tutor, Miss Parkinson didn’t appear to be too quick to comprehend his meaning. Indeed, she managed to stare at him in a way that conveyed both shock and bafflement.

	“I will not countenance any flirtations or compromising situations,” Christian explained. “I want your assurance that no one here,” he eyed her meaningfully, “has fixed their sights on my title—or anything else.”

	Perhaps he should have phrased that a little more tactfully, Christian thought as he watched the blood drain from her face. Better yet, he wished he could call back his words, which no gentleman should have used with a decent woman. He cringed at the thought of what his grandfather would say about his behavior, especially since the earl had sent him here to rescue a lady in distress. And Christian definitely had distressed the lady, who looked for a moment like he’d struck her.

	He was trying to compose an apology when she drew herself up to her rather impressive height with such dignity that he took a step back, half expecting a rap on the knuckles for his impertinence. Her cheeks flushed, her eyes bright, and her jaw rigid, she glared at him, and for some unknown reason, Christian felt his pulse kick in response.

	“I have no plans to marry, and if I did, your sort would be the last I’d consider,” she said, with such scorn that Christian was momentarily ruffled. “I assure you that idle rogues of the ton hold no interest for me.”

	Had he been insulted? Christian blinked in surprise. Most women either cozened him in a  sickening manner or else treated him like a stallion at stud. Against his better judgment, he found the Governess rather refreshing. He wondered just what sort of man would capture the bristling Miss Parkinson’s… interest. Christian was seized by an impish mischief he hadn’t known in years. “Just as long as we understand each other,” he said, grinning.

	Miss Parkinson made a low noise low as though she didn’t trust herself to speak, and when Christian lifted his brows innocently, she cleared her throat. “I’ll have the housemaid show you to your room. We keep country hours, so dinner will be early for you, I’m sure.”

	Christian ignored the jab. He was too busy watching Miss Parkinson step toward the door, the movement giving him tantalizing glimpses of a lush figure hidden beneath the ill-fitting gown. And as she walked past him, the faint whiff of lilacs sent a rush of blood to his head. Nearly dizzy with it, he had to steady himself. When his thoughts cleared, he realized the Governess was saying something about the ghost, a subject that had completely slipped his mind. 

	“Ah, and when can I view the specter?” Christian asked, though it was his hostess who commanded his attention.

	At his question, the redoubtable Miss Parkinson seemed to be at a loss. Her hand stilled upon the latch before she swung the door open, and turned to face him. “That, my lord, remains to be seen.”

	Abigail said no more as she ushered Lord Moreland from the room and handed him over to an ill-trained housemaid, who giggled at the presence of such a lofty—and handsome—personage. As soon as they were gone, she stepped back into the study, closing the door firmly behind her. Handsome is as handsome does, she reminded herself as she sank into the nearest chair. 

	Although she had spent years schooling herself against the insults of those in superior positions, nothing had prepared her for the viscount’s behavior. For a long moment she struggled against the shock and hurt and, above all, disappointment in what he had become.

	She realized now that it had been a mistake to summon him. She had hoped... but hope was for fools, as she had learned long ago. 

	 

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Christian followed the little maid up a surprisingly handsome staircase, past a wonderful stained glass window and into a sour smelling chamber. Although he rather expected to meet the infamous specter around each new corner, the only thing waiting for him in his room was his trunk. He told himself he ought to be glad that no conniving female lurked behind the moldy bed hangings, but the thought of the Governess lying there held a kind of perverse appeal.

	Obviously, the stifling atmosphere was going to his head. Walking across the threadbare expanse of carpet, Christian dragged aside the heavy curtains and opened the window to take a deep breath of fresh air. Sibel Hall was oppressive enough to house a restless spirit, though he had bedded down in worse places. He glanced outside, where the sun was lowering above the bedraggled grounds. Undoubtedly, dinner would be served soon, which was just as well, for he was hungry after the long hours of travel. He had just enough time to rid himself of the dust of the road.

	A distinctive knock on the door heralded the arrival of Hobbins with a pitcher of water, which he set upon a heavily veneered chest of drawers. One look at his valet’s face made Christian grin. Obviously, he was none too pleased with the accommodations either.

	“How bad is it?” Christian asked.

	“It appears that the upper floors have never been piped for water, my lord,” Hobbins said, with an air of distaste. “So those wishing to wash must either make do with a primitive tub or adjourn to a plunge bath located outside in the, uh, garden area. If you would care to repair there, I can bring you fresh clothes,” Hobbins suggested, politely declining to elaborate upon the lack of other amenities.

	“I’m not sure I have the time,” Christian said, keeping in mind his hostess’ dictum about an early dinner. Although he was tempted to be late just to annoy her, it had been too long since breakfast, and he knew his grandfather expected him to be on his best behavior. That was a wrong-headed notion on the earl’s part, but Christian figured he ought not stir up the Governess any more than he already had. The thought made his lips curve in an odd sort of anticipation. “I expect I’ll have to make do with the pitcher for now.”

	“Very good, my lord. Then I will return when you wish to dress.”

	With an nod of agreement, Christian turned back to the window. Taking another long, deep breath, he paused, vaguely aware of disappointment when the air carried no hint of lilacs.

	 

	Fresh clothes improved Christian’s mood as he headed down to the main rooms once more, keeping an eye out for any signs of ghostly inhabitants. Miss Parkinson had proven oddly reticent about the whereabouts of the phantom, and against his better judgment he found his interest piqued. So it had been at Belles Corners, Christian reminded himself, ruefully.

	The dining room was just as gloomy as the rest of the place, with dark tapestries and curtains and only a few candelabras to provide light. Christian had a suspicion that the dimness was intended to aid the haunting, either by adding to the atmosphere or to hide any human manipulations involved, and he was tempted to call for some oil lamps or more candles. But he realized that the sorry state of the Hall’s finances might prohibit the luxuries to which he was accustomed, so he braced himself for an evening of squinting at Miss Parkinson. Surprisingly, his pulse kicked up again, and Christian frowned.

	He had been too long without female companionship, if he was excited about a meal with the Governess. Still, his gaze seemed to search the room of its own accord. For ghosts, he told himself. However, the only occupants of the room were human, and not the one he was looking for, either. An older woman was seated in an arm chair near the fireplace, a fleshy sort of fellow stood beside her, and a young man leaned against the mantelpiece. Disappointment stung Christian at the sight of the others, though he could hardly expect to stay unchaperoned in Miss Parkinson’s home. And why should he want to? 

	The answer came when he caught a whiff of lilacs, and Christian turned unerringly toward his hostess, drawn, he told himself, by that luscious scent and nothing else. But looking beyond her unfashionable appearance he saw creamy skin, even features, and a mouth that might have been lush—if the lips weren’t pressed into a tight line. 

	Surprised, Christian had to stifle a bark of laughter, for surely no woman had ever greeted him so unenthusiastically. She  was wearing her governess guise and performing a repugnant duty, as well.

	“My lord, you honor us with your presence,” she said, and Christian really would have laughed at that charming falsehood, had they been alone. Suddenly, it annoyed him that they weren’t. Just so they could spar, of course. Take off the gloves, so to speak. Not necessarily anything else.

	“May I introduce my cousins, Miss Penrod, Colonel Averill, and Emery Osbert?” she asked, drawing his attention back to the group.

	If Miss Parkinson appeared less than cordial, the young man looked positively hostile, and Christian wondered just what had roused his enmity. Perhaps the scrawny fellow simply possessed an ill nature and disliked Christian on sight. Or maybe it was Christian’s mission here that disturbed him. Interesting.

	Miss Penrod, Colonel, Emery,” Christian said, deliberately using the boy’s first name. Although presumably an adult, his mulish expression made him seem childish and fully deserving of the familiarity.

	“My lord,” he acknowledged, with a sullen nod.

	“My lord, we have been looking forward to your visit with much anticipation,” Miss Penrod said, glancing up from some sort of needlework. Her words were kind enough even though Christian knew she couldn’t possibly be speaking for anyone else, considering the pall that had settled over the group. The colonel actually snorted in disagreement.

	Miss Penrod gazed up at him over the top of her spectacles. “Now, Horace, you have to admit that something must be done.”

	The colonel snorted again. “Stuff and nonsense!” he muttered, a scowl evident beneath his thick, white mustaches.

	Christian lifted his brows.

	“You are wasting your time here, my lord,” the colonel said in a booming baritone.

	“Oh, I don’t know,” Christian said with a sidelong glance at his hostess. Her eyes widened, and he wondered what color they were. The dim light made it impossible to tell, but he felt a nagging urge to discover for himself.

	“You won’t find things here as you did at Belles Corners,” Emery said in a churlish tone.

	“Ah, my reputation precedes me,” Christian said, without moving his gaze from Miss Parkinson. Unlike any other female, she did not seem at all flattered by his scrutiny. In fact, she frowned. Christian grinned.

	“Ah, such an interesting case at Belles Corners! You must be commended,” Miss Penrod said. “But, what Emery means is that our specter is an authentic one. In fact, he is one of our very own, an ancestor, Sir Berold Boundefort,” she said, with seeming pride.

	“And I can’t imagine him taking kindly to outside interference,” Emery said.

	Was that a threat? Christian eyed the callow youth more closely. “Ah, and you are on such intimate terms with the shade that you know his very thoughts?”

	Emery flushed and stammered a denial.

	“I think what Emery is saying is that some members of the family feel the ghost has a right to haunt the premises and that we should not attempt its ouster,” Miss Parkinson said. Obviously, she did not share that opinion, for her governess disapproval was showing, despite her even tone.

	Christian lifted his brows. “On the contrary, I imagine Sir Boundefort would enjoy a challenge. Dreary business being a specter, I should think.”

	The colonel laughed, a startlingly loud sound in the quiet of the dim room. “Well, if anyone can set the business to rights, I expect it shall be you, my lord,” he said. “Though I hate to see you kick your heels here for nothing.”

	“Oh, I’m sure Lord Moreland has nothing else pressing him for his time,” Miss Parkinson said. Christian turned toward her, surprised at her presumption, especially since he was long past the days of answering to a governess’s scrutiny. Abruptly, he felt the itch to prove both his age and gender to her.

	“Well, it was good of you to come. No matter what Abigail might think, I know you young bucks have more to do than poke into dusty corners,” the colonel said, smacking Christian on the back. He dipped his head close. “Ladies, you know. Have to humor them.”

	“Let us go in to dinner,” Miss Parkinson said with a dubious smile. Obviously, she had overheard the colonel’s remark, and Christian’s lips quirked in reply. He couldn’t imagine anyone humoring his hostess. He was tempted to try, though. Just for the sake of a challenge, of course.

	In keeping with the general mood of Sibel Hall, the meal was a rather dreary affair, the food was plain and none too plentiful, and the conversation stultifying. The colonel appeared to eat a prodigious amount, while Emery pushed his small portions around on his plate, still apparently sulking. Christian couldn’t decide if his manner simply reflected an insecure youth’s wariness of an outsider or something more sinister.

	Or maybe the colonel’s booming voice put him off his food. Somehow, the old fellow managed to do most of the talking as well as most of the eating, telling long tales of his military career that would have set Christian to nodding off, if not for their loudness. The stories had nothing to do with Sibel Hall, its inhabitants or the alleged specter, and Christian wondered if that was the man’s intention—to distract him from the matter at hand.

	Finally, when the colonel had just taken a huge bite of some sort of fowl in a nondescript sauce, Christian cut in. “Please, tell me about the ghost,” he said to the table in general.

	He might as well have called for high treason from the colonel’s response. The old fellow looked like he was going to choke, and Christian considered slapping him on the back. Emery made some indistinct sound of contempt, whether directed at the subject or the colonel, Christian wasn’t sure, while the old fellow swallowed hastily.

	“Well, that’s the thing, my lord,” he said, without spewing too much of his food. “Don’t like to discuss it. Upsets the ladies,” he added in that loud undertone of his, as though the women were deaf or absent.

	Miss Parkinson was neither, and Christian primed himself for the anticipated setdown. But before the Governess could bang the old man’s knuckles, either figuratively or literally, Miss Penrod spoke.

	“Nonsense, Colonel. I, for one, am quite fascinated with our most famous ancestor.” She turned to Christian. “Sir Boundefort was a pious man who took up the cross to fight in the last Crusade and returned to establish this family. Indeed, he—”

	Emery cut in, rather curtly. “Most of what we know is just hearsay,” he said, as if dismissing the subject.

	“Emery is our resident scholar,” Miss Penrod explained.

	Emery scowled, as if his work pained him. Or perhaps he was simply bilious from the indigestible meal.

	“And have you discovered just why he’s taken to haunting the place?” Christian asked.

	Scholarly Emery chose that moment to study his food, but Miss Parkinson stepped into the breach, much to Christian’s delight. “The theory is that he is against the sale of Sibel Hall,” she said.

	“Has he said as much?” Christian asked.

	“Of course not. He doesn’t speak,” Miss Parkinson said.

	“How do you know? Have you tried to converse with him?” Christian asked.

	That appeared to fluster her. “Certainly not! I’ve never even seen him.”

	“I have! And I tried to communicate with him, but he only moaned and waved his arms, as if in distress,” Miss Penrod said.

	“I see,” Christian said, steepling his hands together. As Miss Penrod was hardly what he would call a reliable witness, he wondered just who else had viewed the apparition.

	“Emery has seen him, too,” the colonel said in answer to his silent query.

	Christian glanced toward the young man, who stammered and sputtered. “I thought I saw him. It may only have been a trick of the light.”

	“But you were quite sure before,” the colonel argued loudly. “Said he held up his hand in warning.”

	“I saw something. I’m not certain what it was,” Emery said.

	“Perhaps the solicitor and the two gentlemen interested in purchasing the manor can provide you with further descriptions, for they both saw the specter,” Miss Parkinson said.

	“Chased them out of the place, I daresay!” the colonel said, chuckling heartily.

	“I must admit that he seems to be rather selective as to when he shows himself and to whom,” Miss Parkinson said, looking none too pleased at the observation. Perhaps, as hostess, she was feeling left out.

	“And, just where does he appear when he deigns to do so?” Christian asked.

	“Oh, he’s choosy in that regard, as well,” Miss Penrod said, with the enthusiasm she seemed to display in all matters ghostly. She dropped her voice dramatically. “I cannot say for certain, but I suspect that he is confined to his earthly domain.”

	“And where might that be?” Christian asked. Despite his better judgment, he was becoming fascinated.

	“Why, in the great hall, of course,” Miss Penrod said. “These rooms you see around you were all added later on around the original structure, which Sir Boundefort built himself.”

	Christian tried to express the appropriate awe at that announcement, without revealing any of his contempt for the structure itself. Turning toward his hostess, he lifted his brows. “Might I have a look?”

	“Certainly,” she said, pushing back her chair. Unfortunately, everyone else rose, too, even the colonel, who was still chewing. Snatching up a last date from a nearby bowl, he hurried to keep up with the rest of them, while Christian swallowed his disappointment.

	Compared to the great houses of the nobility, Sibel Hall wasn’t large, but it was a decent size, and as Miss Parkinson led him through a series of rooms, Christian realized that the original core was much older than he had suspected. He reached out to touch a painted wall, faded and dusty, but, in truth, he was far more interested in the pair of hips ahead of him, swaying in an almost imperceptible rhythm. Almost. Luckily, he was a very perceptive sort.

	Now, if only he weren’t surrounded by the cousins, a thundering herd certain to ruin a mood, as well as scare off any respectable ghost. Behind him Miss Penrod was chattering away happily about her own encounters with the specter, while the colonel was loudly expressing his reservations, and Emery was shuffling along wearing a mutinous expression. Suddenly, Christian was seized by a devilish urge to turn around and yell bloody murder. Just for his own amusement, of course, and certainly not to get rid of them so he might be alone with the Governess.

	The great hall was not that vast, but big enough to be cold and drafty and dark—the perfect spot for a haunting. “I’m told this is where he appeared to the first interested buyer and the solicitor, who refuses now to return. The second man was being shown about by Miss Penrod,” Miss Parkinson said.

	“Oh, yes, this is his place,” Miss Penrod said, just as though she were communing with the spirit as she spoke. Christian glanced about. Although the hall itself might be original, over the years someone had made improvements. The old hearth had been abandoned and a large fireplace installed along the exterior wall. A heavy wooden screen at one end probably concealed the old kitchens, which must have been turned to new use or abandoned.

	As if following his gaze, Miss Parkinson said, “That’s the spot.” 

	Christian thought the “spot” rather conveniently located near the edge of the screen and wondered if that was deliberate, so that the ghost might hide behind it when not making an appearance. He stepped closer, but he saw nothing except gaping blackness behind the open-worked wood. He felt no chills beyond the drafts inherent in old stone spaces and heard nothing above the booming voice of the colonel, who was speaking loud enough to frighten anyone, human or otherwise.

	“Yes, this old place probably housed a few knights in its day,” the former military man was saying. “Our ancestors may have fought with different weapons, but some of their tactics are still used today, I’ll warrant. Can’t say that I see any of the departed fellows here, though,” he said, with a hearty chuckle.

	“Perhaps Sir Boundefort doesn’t care for a crowd,” Christian said, dryly.

	“Nonsense!” the colonel said, with a bluster. “A specter that’s afraid of people? Why, I’ve never heard of such a thing!” He paused, his mustaches swaying, then swung his gaze toward Christian as if struck by doubts. “Have you?”

	Christian shrugged. He wasn’t about to admit that he knew nothing about hauntings, outside of the counterfeit one at Belles Corners.

	“Still, perhaps we should leave Lord Moreland here to do, uh, whatever he has planned,” Miss Parkinson said.

	Christian was amenable to that notion, as long as she stayed behind, as well. Solely as a witness, of course. As for his plans...

	Emery sniffed, apparently disgusted by the very idea that any proper ancestral shade could prefer a stranger’s company to one of its heirs. “I’m going to study in my room,” he announced, turning on his heel.

	You do that, Christian thought. He half expected the so-called scholar to return draped in bed linen and couldn’t decide if the pleasure he would get from trouncing the boy would compensate for the abrupt end of his little adventure. Suddenly, he wasn’t sure he was ready to unveil the ghost and cut short his visit with the intriguing Miss Parkinson.
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