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      1811 Western Africa

      “I do not care, Josephine Adrys!” The shrill voice pierced the air with alarming precision. “We will be returning to Society soon and you cannot continue to carry on like this…such boorish behavior will not get you a husband. Get down from that tree this instant.”

      High up in the thick mangrove two young women lounged on a gnarled branch. It was hot and humid; everything around them dripped with moisture. To some, it may appear dangerous, okay, to most it would. But these two relaxed quite comfortably up there, as if they belonged. The bright African sun struggled to penetrate the foliage of the rainforest and scattered bits of light across the young women. Screeching monkeys flew overhead on the vines which drooped. They hung, roots up and fronds down toward the floor of the forest, getting nourishment from somewhere above.

      The females were different as night and day. The mulish and defiant spitfire, Josephine “Jo” Adrys, had a peaches and cream complexion, tanned by the sun and her many days outside. Numerous freckles lay scattered along the bridge of her nose, spanning to below her large, luminous blue eyes. Blue like the sky at the height of day when it’s at its most brilliant. Her hair a combination of browns, reds, and copper shone in the light.

      Najja was a few years older than her and she was dark where Jo was light. Her skin the color of coffee with a splash of cream. Hair fell straight in waves of black silk. She had dark brown eyes that always seemed aware of everything around her. Her build was more muscular than Jo’s slighter one.

      They were even dressed differently. Jo wore a light green dress of sprigged muslin to help combat the oppressive heat while Najja wore breeches and a sleeveless shirt, better for her job of keeping the young woman safe. It didn’t matter what one wore in this heat, everything sweated.

      “I love it here!” Jo wailed. “The only reason to return is Mother is ready to pawn me off on some man.”

      Najja almost smiled at the theatrical statement but the torment in Jo’s voice kept it contained. “You English sure are strange with your habits.”

      Jo scowled. “I will thank you not to remind me. I could not possibly survive being married to some ancient, crotchety old man who wants to breed me.” She shuddered in disgust while her mother, Lady Adrys hollered up again.

      One eyebrow rose. “Breed you? Your mother would faint if she heard you talk in such a way.”

      An impish twinkle replaced the sadness and frustration there moments before. “Do you think so?”

      The question was so hopeful she couldn’t help but laugh. “I have no doubt.” Lady Honoria Adrys was prone to theatrics. Ones which probably suited a drawing room in England far better than an African rainforest.

      “Josephine Marguerite Adrys!”

      They both winced at that.

      “You should go,” Najja said.

      “What about you?”

      “I will ensure you both arrive safely then I must return to camp.”

      Jo stood and hugged her. With a smile she returned the affection. Jo was a true friend. “See you later,” Jo whispered before scampering down the tree.

      Jo’s mother’s horrified gasp made her chuckle. Najja was grateful she remained above ground and out of sight well aware how Lady Adrys would react to her attire. While Jo, her mother, and the servants who’d accompanied her maneuvered along the path, Najja kept her upward position.

      As mother and daughter headed to the large home they had built for themselves, she remained on the outskirts until they vanished inside. She shook her head, the need for such opulence continued to be a mystery to her. Not that she didn’t appreciate sleeping there, but Lady Adrys seemed intent on bringing as much English society to the rainforest as she could.

      Her beloved rainforest. Dangerous. Alluring. Unlike any place on earth. She’d traveled much in her life, to India, The Orient, and beyond. Sometimes with the men her father sent and sometimes alone.

      She shook herself from her thoughts and hurried back to her Father’s camp. Never her home, no, the rainforest was her home. Father’s camp was just that. His. It bordered the rainforest and she opted to spend most of her time there, unless she was riding her horse.

      All joviality she’d felt spending time with Jo had been wiped clear, her expression composed. With her friend she could enjoy being a person, her own and not the one Father had created her to be. Two very different sides to the same coin. She strode through the encampment headed straight for the largest tent and slipped inside. Three steps into the open area and she paused in wait. Head down, hands clasped loosely before her, she closed her eyes and breathed deep.

      “You are late.” The voice was deep and graveled, full of the power he held.

      “Apologies Father. Miss Jo had no desire to go home since they are to return to England soon.”

      “I know.” He spoke their language, not English.

      She knew he knew. He knew everything. There was no reason to argue so she stayed quiet and waited for him to continue.

      “Look at me, Najja,” he said, his tone a bit odd.

      She lifted her head and stared at her sire. He somehow seemed weaker. Not a lot but there were lines around his black eyes she didn’t recall seeing before. His dark skin stretched tight over taut muscles, riddled with scars. He cast his gaze about as if ensuring their privacy. She knew they were alone but his checking yet another testament to his advancing age.

      “Come closer.”

      She did as he bade, chin up and eyes focused on his. Instinctively she waited for an attack, all the while maintaining her composed façade. It was a struggle, knowing an assault could happen any moment and she was forbidden to retaliate in any way.

      He licked his lips and ran a hand over his bald head. “You know of the attempts on the family?”

      “Yes.”

      “Lord Adrys wants protection for his daughter.”

      A sinking feeling began to rise within her. Jo’s father was Viscount Adrys. “I see. Back in England, I suppose.”

      “You will go with them.”

      Of course. For the first time in a long time panic filled her chest and threatened to consume her. Swallowing back the bile, she dipped her head in silent acceptance of his order.

      “No questions?”

      Bitterness hung on the cusp of her tongue, warning to spill over. “No questions. I know what is required of me.”

      Something which looked akin to painful regret flashed across his face. Before she could think about it, like a bolt of lightning, it vanished.

      “I will take you there tomorrow. You will remain with them until the time to depart.”

      Another tip of her head and she spun around leaving without a word. Across the camp she could feel gazes upon her. She altered her gaze neither left nor right, just stared straight ahead. She had a single area set up at the edge of camp and released a sigh as the cloth fell in place blocking out any and all potential stares. There wasn’t much for her to pack and it was soon finished. A single roll which contained everything she carried, her weapons safely inside it and a change of attire. The early evening settled around as she scampered along the thick branches of the trees with the ease of a leopard.

      She put herself through her workout ensuring she remained sharp and quick. Exhausted she sat down along a river and waited. Night came, the area changed, and she made her way back with the undercurrent of danger pacing her every step of the way.

      Sleep evaded her, making work to grab it. Regardless, she was ready the following morning when Father came to retrieve her. He stared at her then turned and walked off. She followed, her items in hand. They didn’t speak as they headed toward the Adrys’, even though his presence was a shock. Normally she travelled with a few of his warriors to the ship if she were going alone.

      A sliver of warning skated up her spine. Without a word, she allowed the forest to swallow her up where she swiftly made her way to the branches she usually used to traverse back and forth. Then she began to run along the branches to get there quicker. She didn’t look down to see if Father was keeping up. All her attention focused on what had caused the unease.

      The closer she got the stronger her unease. Upon the air there lingered the acrid stench of smoke. Then came the screams. She ran harder.

      The house was aflame. Servants ran about in mass confusion. Immediately she saw Jo wasn’t in the group and she ran for the house. Najja broke through the window and choked almost immediately on the thick smoke. Calling upon her memory of the room’s layout, she made her way to the bed and felt for her friend. There. Dragging her unceremoniously back to the window she started lifting her out. A servant stood there and pulled Jo to safety.

      Without a second’s hesitation, she took a deep breath and went back in to ensure the entire household had gotten out. The smoke and flames increased exponentially with the dry wood of the house and the morning breeze. A few hours later, she stood with Father and Lord Adrys by the smoldering and charred remains of the house. They left in silence and trekked down to the port. She could smell the smoke on her clothes but ignored it.

      Jo and her mother waited surrounded by servants. Viscount Hayworth Adrys, was a man who still turned heads. His hair, mostly brown, was streaked with silver. His body in good shape, tanned from being outside so much. But where his expression was mostly composed, she could see the remaining fear from the fire. Her gaze moved from him to the waiting ship where Lady Adrys and Jo had just boarded and were probably headed to their rooms. Staring at the tallest mast, she fought a grin when she saw the crow’s nest and her own personal distress calmed. She also knew her own horse had been loaded.

      “It is time.” Father spoke the obvious.

      They were departing early. The ship had been readied only waiting for Adrys to finish. However, with the fire he’d abandoned his studies and agreed to leave earlier.

      She nodded and walked after Lord Adrys. There was no hug, no tearful farewell. But she didn’t expect one. She had a purpose and it wasn’t to be an affectionate daughter. They cast off and she stood by the rail as the ship slowly picked up speed. She gazed back to watch as her beloved rainforest grew smaller and smaller, but Najja never looked back for Father.

      Jo approached her, face alight with tears of joy. “I am so glad you are coming with us,” she said wrapping her up in a huge hug.

      Najja smiled in return before stepping away.

      “With you with me, England shall be most exciting. Imagine the fun we shall have.”

      “I believe you will be getting ready for your Season.”

      A scowl crossed Jo’s face. “I don’t care to be matched up with a stuffy member of peerage.”

      “Perhaps it will not be that way.”

      She didn’t believe what she’d said and from Jo’s expression, neither did she.

      “Excuse me, Jo, I need a word with Najja. In private,” Lord Adrys interrupted.

      Jo harrumphed but left. She doted on her father and the feeling was mutual. He spoiled her rotten. As she watched the daughter of Viscount Adrys leave and head to her waiting mother, she wondered how it would have been to have such an interaction with her own.

      No point in dwelling on that.

      “Yes, my lord?” she asked, facing him only to catch another glimpse of her fading homeland.

      He gave her a charming smile. “No need to be so formal. You are practically my daughter as well.” The words touched her in ways he couldn’t possibly fathom. “I know this was not easy for you. To give everything up and come with us.” She remained silent throughout his proclamation, not willing to tell him she had no say in the matter, it had been purely Father’s decision. He cleared his throat and continued, “I am not sure what you were told.” He waited and she took his silence as her time to speak.

      “He told me to protect Miss Josephine until the trouble has been ascertained and dealt with.”

      “I will keep you updated on information as I learn it.”

      “Very well.”

      He seemed a bit uncertain but she merely waited for him to figure out what he longed to say and how to voice it. Past him she watched her homeland vanish, swallowed up by the ocean. Her heart hurt and she didn’t understand. She’d been away numerous times before with training, lessons, and…. She shook her head, stopping the thoughts. Regardless, this time felt different. Almost like her heart believed she would not be returning to Africa’s beautiful shores.

      “I do not want Jo to know; or Honoria for that matter,” Adrys said.

      “I will not say a word on it. I will tell Jo I am…her companion?”

      He nodded. “Perfect.” The strain on his face faded awarding her a glimpse of the handsome man he was. “Thank you, Najja. You kept my daughter safe all the years we lived here and your father tells me there is no one else he would trust to keep my daughter safe than you. I hope your stay with us in England will not be horrible.”

      Words escaped her for a moment. She was more than a bit unsure on how to handle that bit of news. Pride from Father? Unheard of.

      Regaining her wits quickly, she said, “Do not worry about me, my lord. You have enough to focus on.”

      “Let me show you to your room. And stop with the ‘my lord’ bit.” He paused. “At least when it is family around. If you are to be her companion I suppose in public it would be best,” he said a bit distractedly.

      She dipped her head in acknowledgement. With a final peek to the crow’s nest she followed him to find her room, small but clean.

      “I will come get you for dinner.”

      His announcement startled her. She had assumed to dine alone. “As you require,” she replied.

      He gave her a kind smile and slipped away. With a sigh, she sat in the hammock and pushed it slightly. Barely a minute later, a knock came to the door before it opened, admitting Jo. Without asking she hurried and joined her in the hammock.

      “Does your mother know you are here?”

      Jo huffed. “She instructed me to nap. I guess I am supposed to be tired. I have no clue why, it is not like the rowing of the ship falls on my shoulders.”

      Najja chuckled and stared at the ceiling as they swayed back and forth with the rhythm of the ship. She would make her way above deck come nightfall and look around. One thing is certain, she thought listening to Jo continue to prattle on, it won’t be a dull trip.

      

      October 1811, England

      “I am sorry…care to repeat that?” Colin Faulkner swallowed the rest of his whisky and glared at the man who stood before him quaking in his boots.

      “I…I…so sorry, Mr. Faulkner. It…it was hijacked and the two with it were killed. Sliced up.”

      He released a round of curses which caused the man before him to blanch even more. Mr. Pickner worked for him and had for years. To look at him one would be hard pressed to tell. His gnarled hands clutched the worn wool cap at waist level and abundant fear overflowed in his eyes.

      “Damn it!” He slammed a hand down on the desk, the precise moment thunder rocked the house. Struggling to calm himself he said, “You should get home before this weather gets any worse. We do not want Mrs. Pickner to worry.”

      Relief crossed the older man’s face and he gave a slight bow and headed out. Alone in his study, Colin stared at the flames which danced in the fireplace sending flicks of gold throughout the room.

      He was livid. This was the third shipment of his to have been stolen right out from under him. He poured another shot of whisky and took the glass with him to stare out the large window. Somehow, someone was ahead of him every step of the way. And now they had moved up to murder. He had to see to the family and make sure they were provided for. It was his fault the men had been on that trip.

      It wasn’t long before the sky ripped open and released its fury in torrents. Rain thrashed the window with savage intent. Lightning slashed the sky with deadly promise. He was glad to be indoors.

      Slowly he sipped the drink and mulled over what to do with this increasing problem. He was the third son who had since he’d acquired these estates built up more money than his estranged father, the Earl of Clifton. More than most members of peerage actually.

      He’d purchased a commission for the Royal Navy as soon as he’d been old enough and when he’d sold it he’d come here and run his estate, which his capable butler had been doing while he served. He didn’t deal much with social differences. He worked hard and spent time around men of the same mind. That was important to him, not how far back one could trace their ‘supposed’ blue blood. Regardless of all the money he had, it was his and he despised being stolen from. So he stood there and watched as the rain came down harder and attempted to devise a way to stop the hijacking.

      “Sir! Sir!” A feminine voice called out from behind him.

      Turning in confusion of the noise and intrusion, he frowned. It was Molly, a maid. She looked near panicked and he slowly released the heavy drape he held in one hand. “What is it?” he demanded with a scowl.

      Her breathing came faster and he watched her flinch from his tone. Lord, what a mouse.

      “There be guests, sir. Abel sent me to get ye.”

      He frowned and ignored the increased uncertainty in her expression. Who would be out on a night like this? It’s crazy out there. The thunder rolled as if to agree with him.

      “Well, I cannot very well refuse them in this confounded weather. Make up some rooms,” he ordered, even though visitors were something he’d rather avoid.

      Molly dipped a curtsey but didn’t leave.

      He raised a brow.

      “One of them’s been shot.”

      That spurred him into action. He hurried to the door, leaving his drink on the desk as he went. Hastening to the entrance hall, he saw two women huddled together staring at a figure on the floor. Abel, his butler, seemed curiously rattled.

      He noticed his housekeeper, Mrs. Hawkins, come up with towels for the women. There was another person bent over the pale man on the floor. He could see blood beginning to pool on his white floors.

      “What is this?” He covered the remaining ground.

      “Sir,” Abel said, seeming to compose himself. “Lord Adrys and his family were set upon by brigands.”

      Viscount Hayworth Adrys. He knew the name. There had been some big talk about his returning after having been gone for about fifteen years. The man had been out of the country, mostly in Africa for those years and oddly enough had taken his family with him. He frowned, recalling only one child, a daughter. Although fifteen years would be more than enough for at least another child. Or a servant.

      “Mrs. Hawkins, please see Lady Adrys and her daughter to rooms so they may dry off. We shall see to your husband, Lady Adrys.”

      Two sets of blue eyes stared at him. He saw a mixture of fear and tears in them. Weak women didn’t sit well with him. The younger patted her mom’s hand and said, “You go on, Mama. I will stay with Papa.”

      “You are soaked to the bone. You need to be dry.” Lady Adrys’ voice was taut with strain.

      Ignoring the women, he crouched by the other soaked figure and frowned as a scent of something exotic teased his nose and stirred his loins. He was not attracted to men. “We need to get him to the morning room. See a fire is lit immediately,” he barked out the orders.

      “What about Najja?”

      He tore his gaze from the pasty pallor of the man to the daughter who paused at the foot of the stairs and issued the query.

      “Who?” he asked as he ran the foreign name over in his mind.

      “Go tend your mother,” a husky, sultry voice said from right beside him. “I will stay with your father until your return.”

      His frown deepened. The voice was in no way belonged to a man. His shock increased when the girl followed her mother up the polished stairs pausing at the top to cast a glance back down. This woman gave orders, which they followed without question. Intriguing.

      He touched her shoulder and stared at the gloved hand that held the bloodied cloth unflinchingly to the wound. In a second, he found himself staring into the face of a woman who, to be honest, he’d not been expecting to see. Her face was a stunning shade of brown, and her eyes were dark brown framed by doubly thick lashes. Was she a slave? The thought rankled, having worked some of his final years in the Royal Navy associated with the abolition of the slave trade.

      She stared briefly at him before her attention returned to the man lying here. Colin gestured for them to move him; she stepped back and followed them. The moment Lord Adrys had been placed by the fire, she knelt back down.

      “We got this,” he said. “You should change into something dry.” Another shudder went through him at the mental image of her naked body. What is wrong with me?

      She backed away and he took over, ripping open the shirt. Abel, his butler, and his valet, Berry, joined him. Berry had been a medic in the Navy with him. Well aware of his ability, Colin focused on the woman again and felt that stirring deep within. She stood silent dripping on the floor before the fire. Protectiveness rose in him.

      “You need to get dried off.” He issued the order expecting to be obeyed.

      She barely looked at him. Her gaze stayed transfixed on Lord Adrys’ face. He wasn’t used to being ignored. Muttering a curse, he focused back on the task at hand, a curse which didn’t go unnoticed by either Berry or Abel for he noticed their shared look.

      A while later the younger Adrys hurried in. He regarded her as she hurried to the side of the silent one.

      “How is he?” she inquired.

      Colin pushed to his feet and faced the women. One dry, peaches-n-cream complexion darkened by exposure to the sun. The other wet, dark-skinned, and aloof. Not to mention intriguing.

      “Your father will be alright so long as he does not acquire a fever.” Her fearful expression made him regret his choice of wordage. “The wound will be fine, we will carry him upstairs to bed.” He glanced between them and saw the daughter grip the hand of the one called Najja. His gaze flicked back to Najja only to find her staring at him. Seeking, almost.

      Seeking what though?

      A low whisper moved between the women, a language he didn’t understand but the brown-haired miss did. Her eyes widened and she stepped forward, dropping into a slight curtsey.

      “Forgive my manners. I am Josephine Adrys. We…we are grateful for your hospitality…” she trailed off obviously unaware of who he was.

      “Mr. Faulkner, Miss Adrys,” he replied. “I am curious how this…incident came to pass.”

      “Of course,” she said, before dismissing him and speaking with incredible ease to the woman beside her.

      He glanced at the other woman and again realized she was soaked. What he didn’t need was another sick person.

      “I can have a room readied for your servant and she can get dry.”

      That head covered by brown hair snapped up and blue eyes blazed with fire and yet chilled him. How he’d ever assumed she was meek, he had no idea.

      “Najja is not a servant, not mine nor anyone’s. She is part of our family. She can room with me if you do not have space for her.”

      He’d just been dressed down by an impertinent chit. And all for a woman named Najja. Najja. It had a delightful exotic sound to it. Nawh-jah.

      “My apologies.” He stepped back. “I will have more water heated and sent up. She will be placed in the room next to yours.” The women moved by him only to pause at the door. He watched Miss Adrys frown but turn back.

      “Thank you, sir. Our horses?”

      “In the stable, rubbed down and fed.”

      Najja seemed to sigh slightly at that bit of news.

      “Thank you.”

      They vanished from sight and he groaned. He moved to lean against the mantle. He didn’t need this.

      “Will that be all, sir?”

      He rolled his eyes and rotated so he could glare at his butler. Lord Adrys had been taken upstairs. “Speak your mind, Abel.”

      “I was merely going to check on things. If you did not need me.”

      “Go on, Abel.” His butler bowed and vanished. As he left the drawing room, sidestepping a maid who came to clean the mess, he found himself wondering about the timing of this. Stolen shipments and this unexpected arrival.

      Highly doubtful Lord Adrys would shoot himself though. Which brought his thoughts back to Najja. With a muted curse, he went to tell Mrs. Hawkins to prepare some food for the travelers who could now be labeled guests. Heading back to the study, he paused briefly to stare up the stairs.

      Why do I feel something has just changed in my life?

      An hour later, he heard voices on the stairs. Moving nearer to the study door, he eavesdropped.

      “Do you think Papa will be alright?” Miss Josephine Adrys asked.

      “Your father is a strong man. You need to help your mother through this.”

      Najja’s voice toned low, skated along the edge of his skin, alighting with tiny pinpricks of fire.

      “Mama. She is probably plotting a way to get me married off already.”

      He almost laughed at the contempt in those words. There was, he also noted, a slight accent, similar to Najja’s.

      “I think you are safe for the time being, Jo.”

      “Maybe I should warn Mr. Faulkner so he is aware of my mother.”

      He liked the chit even more.

      “I am sure Mr. Faulkner is well aware of matchmaking mothers.”

      “Damn it, Najja, I hate this bloody country. When can we go home?”

      He crossed his arms and fought the encroaching laughter. Most well-bred women he was acquainted with wouldn’t know those words much less have the guts to speak them. He should be offended or shocked but he was neither. What he was was amused and even more intrigued about these females.

      “Jo! You cannot speak like that.”

      “You taught me,” Jo retorted.

      “Kindly keep that to yourself. You must think before you speak as to not—”

      “I know; would not want to give mama an excuse to swoon.”

      “No. Think of your father, Jo. Your behavior also reflects upon him.”

      Colin easily picked up on the reprimand.

      “You are right, like always,” Jo said.

      He could see them now and he almost started when his gaze was met by piercing brown eyes. Instead, he held her stare until she looked away. Yet he was the one who felt dismissed.

      “You are staying, right, Najja?”

      There existed a thread of vulnerability and uncertainty in Jo’s voice. He held his breath waiting for the response. For some reason he wanted it to be in the affirmative.

      “I will be near until you are settled.”

      Colin pushed away and made his way to where they continued to talk. Lady Adrys descended the stairs and joined them. He noticed how Jo seemed all the more withdrawn.

      “Ladies,” he said with a bow. “There is some food if you would care to join me.”

      “That would be lovely,” Lady Adrys said, with a smile one which was slightly strained.

      The gleam in her eyes alerted him to what the young women had been discussing about matchmaking mamas. He should be fine for not being titled though. Shouldn’t he? He did have more wealth than a lot of titled men so perhaps he wasn’t as safe as he’d like to believe.

      Over the course of the meal, Lady Adrys filled him in on the man who’d shot at the carriage. He was wondering about what to do when Jo spoke.

      “It would have been worse if Najja hadn’t moved so fast.”

      That caught his attention. He peered over his glass at Najja while Jo was reprimanded by her mother.

      “I will just never talk again then,” Jo snapped.

      While he knew Lady Adrys had some reply to her daughter, he never took his attention from Najja. She wore a simple blue gown, no adornments or frills. She ate with quiet grace and despite her being flawlessly polite, he could tell she wanted to be anywhere but here.

      What a mystery you are, Najja. Her skin called to him, he wanted to touch and see if it was as soft as he believed. He shifted on the seat as his pants grew tight. He could scent the erotic potpourri he’d gotten when kneeling beside her and it drove him crazy. Spiced roses and vanilla.

      Hell, if she smelled this good, imagine how perfect she would taste.

      He pushed back and rose with a jerk. Three sets of eyes landed on him.

      “Excuse me,” he forced out. “Please make yourselves at home.” Then he escaped to his study and slammed a glass of whisky before sitting at his desk.

      Someone scratched at the door, startling him from where he stared at nothing. He realized he’d been brooding.

      “Enter,” he barked.

      Berry walked in and limped to a leather chair before sitting. The man had been a damn good medic but with his injury in the Navy could no longer serve, so he came with when Colin left. And had fallen into the role of valet.

      “Why are you not abed?” he asked his valet.

      Berry lifted one blond brow.

      “Do not give me that crap of staying up to help me. I have managed miraculously to dress and undress myself.”

      “I did not want to leave you defenseless.”

      He cocked a brow. “Defenseless?”

      “Three women.”

      Casting a scowl at his friend and valet, he opted not to answer. Two are safe. Naught but one catches my attention. “Go on, Berry. Rest your leg. I am confident between myself and Abel we can handle three women.”

      “Very good, sir. I trust you will not scare them with your scowling.”

      “Get out of here,” he snapped playfully.

      Berry flashed a grin and limped to the door, leaving without a word. Colin remained there for a while longer before leaving. Abel waited for him.

      “Everything okay, Abel?”

      “Yes, sir. The women have retired. Lord Adrys is resting quietly for now.”

      “Very good. Thank you, Abel. Good night.” His staff had done wonders. Four rooms readied. One for a sick man and three for women who had been attacked. He should send for the constable but on a night like this…the man was probably already in his cups. Deep in them.

      “Good night, sir.” The man disappeared without a sound.

      With a groan, Colin made his way up the stairs to his room, pleased to find a fire burning and warding off the chill from the rainy night. Despite the comfort and warmth he found in his room it was barely ten minutes before he headed back downstairs and spent the night in his study. The rain still continued come morning when he cleaned, shaved, and went to grab some breakfast. Lady Adrys was there. Alone.

      He was a bit shocked to see her up so early.

      “Good morning, my lady,” he said sketching a bow.

      “Mr. Faulkner. I must thank you again for handling our abrupt arrival on your doorstep last night.”

      “How is Lord Adrys this morning?”

      She frowned slightly. “He has caught a fever. We will be on our way and out--”

      “Nonsense,” he interrupted. “I will send for the doctor. Your husband and his health are more important. He is safe and dry where he is, no point in moving him.” He sat down at the other end of the table. “I trust everything else is acceptable.”

      “Oh, yes.” She wrung her napkin. He knew that move, his mother had done it many, many times. “Mr. Faulkner, I feel there is something I should tell you.”

      He lifted a brow. “Everything okay? Something wrong with Miss Adrys or Miss…” he paused realizing he didn’t know Najja’s last name.

      “Oh no, my daughter is with her father and Najja went to check on the horses.” She waved a hand. “I wished to apologize for my daughter. She has spent almost all of her life in Africa, so…despite my best intentions she tends to speak her mind.”

      He almost chuckled recalling the harsh language from the previous night. It was apparent Lady Adrys had no wish to mention this but felt the need to explain any societal blunder which--from what he’d seen of Jo--would happen.

      “This is the country, my lady, we do not stand too much on what London deems right or wrong. However if you could answer one thing for me.”

      Her relief apparent, she gave him an encouraging nod.

      “Your daughter’s…companion. What is her last name?”

      Lady Adrys opened and closed her mouth a few times, her expression confused. He’d never met the woman before last night but he was certain she was rarely at a loss for words.

      “I…I do not know.” Her brows furrowed and a look of honest distraught took over her normally composed face. “All I ever call her is Najja. It is all we ever call her.” She blushed and regained her composure. “Najja is fine.”

      He merely nodded and sipped some coffee. “Very well. I will see that a doctor is summoned.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Faulkner. Excuse me, I shall go sit with my husband.”

      He stood when she did and watched her walk out. With a groan, he ate a few more bites then swallowed the rest of his coffee and headed for the door. He left a message for the doctor to be called to the house and headed for his study.

      “Good morning, Mr. Faulkner.”

      He glanced up and saw the youngest Adrys coming down the staircase. She wore a lavender day dress. He bowed.

      “Miss Adrys.”

      She came to the step which put them eye to eye. Her large blue gaze held some worry but this was no coquettish miss.

      “Have you seen Najja?”

      That pang which seemed to coincide with the name Najja came again to his midsection. Ignoring the stirring thoughts that Najja gave him, he shook his head. “No. I am sorry.” Recalling what Lady Adrys said, he opened his mouth to share the information but she was already talking.

      “I bet she went to the stable.” Jo flashed a smile which quickly faded into a frown. “Drat. Mama will not like me going out in this.” She stepped around him and headed for the breakfast room, all the while muttering about how horrid England was and how she longed to return to Africa.

      He found himself watching her with amusement. Seconds later, he had been helped into his great coat and dashed to the stables, waving off the footman who tried to hold an umbrella for him.

      Shaking his head upon entering the stable he noticed that Tim, one of the lads who worked there, stared at him with confusion. He gave him a slight smile.

      “Did you need your horse readied, sir?”

      “No, I am actually--” He snapped his mouth shut when he saw his quarry step out then back into a stall. “I found her.”

      “Yes, sir.” Tim vanished and Colin strode to the back, seemingly alone other than the snorting and stomping horses.

      Najja was in the last stall on the left. He leaned against the half-door. She wore a dress, the same hue of blue she wore last night. It fit tight to her, showcasing a body he’d only dreamt she’d have. Her small waist he wanted to span with his hands. When she moved the fabric allowed him an amazing view of the curve of her ass. His thoughts immediately went to something carnal. He wanted to do things to her which polite society would deem uncivilized.

      He didn’t care. Hell, right now he was imagining taking her in the stable, against a wall, upon the sweet smelling hay…

      His shaft stiffened and he tore his hungry gaze from her to the equine beside her.

      Holy hell the beast was magnificent. A coal black Arabian stallion. Where did they get such an animal?

      “Good morning, Mr. Faulkner.”

      Her voice glided along his skin like crushed velvet. His hair stood on end and it felt like lightning coursed through him. And that was just with four simple words.

      “Miss Najja,” he said, loving the way her name slipped off his tongue. “Good morning.” Look at me.

      She rubbed the stallion’s head beneath the shiny forelock and turned to stare at him. Her eyes roamed over him from top to bottom. He expected some kind of feminine approval; lowering of eyes, flushed skin, anything. What he got…nothing. Her hooded gaze remained remarkably impassive.

      “He is a beautiful animal,” he commented, opting to keep to a safe subject.

      Her entire countenance softened for a half second but it was enough to show him another layer. While all emotion faded away from her face, she continued to stroke the equine’s head.

      “Yes, he is.” She murmured something to the animal and stepped to the door of the stall.

      He inhaled sharply, her evocative scent filling him. After a pause he moved back and she exited the stall. Then she left without a single word. He leaned against the door and watched her. Grace yet strength embedded each step taken.

      The urge to take a woman hadn’t been so strong since he’d first left the Royal Navy and had fancied himself in love. He frowned at the bitter--unwanted--memory of Francesca. She’d left him for a man much higher up the status ladder. A titled man.

      He cast a final glance at the horse. Damn thing seemed to stare down his nose at him. Colin headed back out into the deluge and saw another carriage arrive at the house. The doctor.

      Good. She’s taking up too much of my thoughts. It never registered until he stood in the entrance hall dripping on the marble floors that it had been only Najja who he’d been thinking of.

      Striding to his study, he paused and changed direction at the last minute and headed for the library. There were some books on Africa he wanted to peruse. Once in he noticed a fire already burned and the air smelled like…like…

      Turning his head he found her. Curled up on a chaise by the window, a book in her hand. Najja.

      Their gazes met and his heart pounded. What was it about this woman? There was no simpering, no fluttering of lashes. No coy looks. And yet…he was drawn with a ferocity he’d never experienced before.

      “I beg your pardon,” she said closing the book and began to rise.

      He didn’t want her to leave. “Stay.” She hesitated before lowering herself back down. “There is plenty of room in here for both of us.” Especially if we are on top of one another.

      The gown she wore teased him with barely any hints of her flesh. Her fingers were long and graceful where they curled around the book. He faced a far shelf and fought to regain his out of control reaction to her. The titles didn’t register for all he could see was laying her back on the chaise, sliding his hands beneath her skirts and…

      He shook his head and grabbed a book from the shelf. One deep breath and he turned. She had her attention on the book before her, but he believed her to be as aware of him as he her. Settling into a chair which allowed him a direct view of her, he opened the tome. Najja looked comfortable there. The gray rain-filled morning behind her in the window. The muted light didn’t cast a pallor over her; she seemed to add her own glow.

      “Did you find something interesting to read?” he asked wanting her eyes on him.

      Ever so slowly those large, beautiful eyes she had rose to his. Not in a flirtatious way, more like she loathed to stop reading.

      “I did, thank you.” She dropped her gaze back to the page.

      He scowled but allowed the silence. The pages before him made as much sense to him as had they been written in ancient Greek. He couldn’t seem to keep his eyes from straying to Najja.

      Her lips were full and luscious. How would she taste? How would her breasts feel in his hands? He squeezed his eyes shut with a groan. Her eyes were on him when he opened them.

      “Are you alright, Mr. Faulkner?”

      Colin! Damn it. I want my first name on your lips. And there is nothing wrong with me that you could not fix, luv.

      “Fine. What are you reading?”

      She held it up and he was more than a little amazed to see her reading one of his naval history books. It wasn’t one he’d bet any other of the women he knew would read. They tended toward Byron, if they would read at all.

      Travelling from the book to her gaze, he held it. Seconds passed and the air charged with heightening intimacy. She dampened her lips and he felt the hit right in his groin. His own book wobbled in his hands and he began to rise, needing to touch her when…

      “Najja, there you are!” Jo came barreling into the rom.

      There was no jump, no flush of embarrassment from Najja. But it were as if he watched a door close around her emotions for any remnants of what he saw--and knew to be desire--vanished.

      “Miss Adrys,” he said, gaining his feet.

      Her smile encompassed them both. “I hope I am not interrupting.” She made her way to Najja’s side and sat next to her all the while chattering in a language he didn’t understand.

      “Not at all.” He forced himself to speak those words all the while his libido railed against him. Pinning Najja with his gaze, he allowed her to see his hunger for her. It didn’t intimidate her for she looked at him then focused on Jo.
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      Najja willed her heart to stop pounding. This man, Mr. Faulkner, made her imagine things which she wasn’t destined to have. With his green eyes--eyes that changed like the sea, longer dark brown hair and an impressive figure in his trousers, he brought to her a new level of awareness. She didn’t like it. Well, not entirely true. She did but it would only be a dream.

      She listened half heartedly to Jo rambling on. Her focus was on the tight way his trousers fit him, showing impressive muscles. His sun-kissed skin and firm lips.

      Like he knew she watched him, he lifted his head, a thick lock of hair fell forward and she wanted to swipe it back. He cast a brief glance to her left where Jo sat and back to her. Then he winked.

      Her stomach tensed and her breathing accelerated again.

      “Yes, Najja?” Jo asked.

      She faced her friend and responsibility, determinedly ignoring the slight mocking grin on Mr. Faulkner’s face. “What Jo?”

      “I said there is a music room. Will you play the piano?”

      “I am not the one who needs to practice,” she replied in her native tongue.

      Blue eyes narrowed. “Are you in league with mama?” Jo demanded in the same language.

      “No. But think how it would ease your mother to hear you play.”

      Jo’s gaze remained skeptical.

      “And your father loves to hear you play.”

      With a quiet sigh, Jo nodded. “You are right. But perhaps later. Play a game of cards with me?”

      With a quiet sigh, she closed the book knowing she’d not get any more reading done. “Of course.” She rose and returned the book to the exact spot she’d gotten it, well aware of the intense green eyes observing her.

      “Oh!” Jo’s stunned voice spun her around, alert for any danger. “What a beautiful chess set, Mr. Faulkner.”

      “Thank you.” A small pause. “Feel free to play if you so desire.”

      Jo practically cooed in pleasure as she lifted each piece. “Come, Najja. Chess instead.”

      Najja moved towards the board, distinctly aware of how she would have to pass near the handsome Mr. Faulkner. Jo’s back to them didn’t make it easier. His eyes flashed with challenge even while they burned away her clothes and saw her beneath them. He tipped his head back, maintaining eye contact as she stepped by him.

      Seated at the inlaid table she noticed he continued to watch her. His eyes darkened with…well the only word she could come up with was possessiveness. Stay focused.

      And she did. She focused on Jo and the game and eventually relaxed. They played through the rest of the morning breaking for the midday meal. Mr. Faulkner was absent for both it and dinner. Lady Adrys didn’t seem to notice. She went back to her husband’s side as quickly as possible. Once Jo had gone to bed, Najja found herself heading back down to the library.

      “Can I get you anything, miss?” the butler asked from the doorway.

      “No, sir. Thank you. Just wished to read a bit more.”

      “Very good, miss. Shall I bring more candles?”

      “Oh, no, sir, the fire is more than adequate but thank you.”

      “Good night then, miss.”

      “Good night, sir.”

      He backed out and closed the door behind him. Alone, she gazed around the library. She loved books. Hungered for the stories, adventures and lessons. Plucking the one from earlier off the shelf, she sank down on the thick Persian rug before the fire and flipped it open.

      She didn’t know what alerted her but something told her to look up. She did so only to find she no longer solely inhabited the library. Her breath caught in her throat at the imposing visage of Mr. Faulkner. The firelight made him appear even larger--of course that could also be because she currently lay on the floor. Doubtful though.

      His hair gleamed and his skin shone like burnished gold. A wave of longing hit her hard, her stomach tossed and turned. The door behind him sat closed. They were alone.

      Moving her eyes over his decidedly well-muscled body she stared briefly at the gold hoop dangling from one earlobe. Was it possible for him to look any more attractive? He looked like a pirate prince, darkly savage and wild. Irresistible.

      “Am I disturbing you?” he asked, his voice pitched deeper than before.

      Oddly she didn’t seem threatened by him. Not in a physical way. Despite the gruff, uncivilized appearance, she sensed something else. Gentleness.

      “This is your house, sir. Am I disturbing you?”

      “Far be it for me to keep a lady from perusing stories of naval history.”

      Did he jest? He must have seen something in her expression for he added, “Apologies, Miss Najja. It was a poor attempt at humor.”

      “Najja.”

      He moved closer preceded by the scent of pure, raw male, whisky, and outdoors. “Say again?”

      She rolled to a sitting position knowing his gaze honed in on her legs as they flashed for a moment. “My name is Najja.”

      “You dislike the Miss before? What, pray tell, is your last name?”

      Another step closer, he reminded her of a leopard hunting its prey. Slow cautious steps. Nothing to startle the creature being stalked. And she observed him the same way, like she was prey.

      “I have none. My name is Najja.”

      He lowered his long frame to the floor near her with surprising ease and grace. One arm rested upon his up drawn knee, bringing powerful legs into closer view. Sweat beaded and trickled through her chemise. What power did he wield over her?

      “You are a mystery, Najja,” he said continuing to stare at her. “Play chess with me.”

      She blinked. “Now?”

      “Were you leaving so soon after I just arrived?” His question envisaged a challenge.

      What was the harm? Jo slept in her room and surely no one would be out on a night like this. Although…she would be. Precisely for the very reason that the weather gave wonderful cover. But this was England. She fixed her gaze out the window where the rains still pelted down with inexorable force. Occasional flashes of lightning severed the dark.

      “I had no plans to go anywhere.”

      The satisfactory gleam that filled his eyes made her wonder if it wasn’t a trap after all. A thought that increased when he smiled briefly, a predatory one.

      He got up and repositioned the table with the inlaid board closer to the fire, so they’d have light. She joined him and sat before assisting in setting up the pieces.

      “How long have you played chess?” he asked making the opening move.

      “Most years I can recall,” she replied, her fingers resting on a pawn.

      “And how long have you known Lord Adrys and his family?”

      Immediately she became cautious. Mulling over the right words, she stared at his long fingers as they made his next move.

      “Since they arrived in Africa.” His lashes couldn’t conceal the broodingly intense way he watched her. “Lord Adrys knows Father.”

      “He knows your father?”

      Had that not been what she said? “Yes.”

      The play continued as did the questions. She answered with ease, now aware he sought answers about things in Africa.

      “Did you clearly see the man who shot Lord Adrys?” he asked, putting all his attention on her.

      “Men.”

      He lifted a brow. “There was more than one?”

      “At least two. I do not know the appearance of them since they wore masks, plus it was raining and dark.”

      “How come Lady Adrys did not mention this?”

      “She was pushed to the floor of the coach.” She took his queen. “As was Jo.”

      “But you saw.”

      “Why do you think I pushed them down? Unfortunately, I was to slow to do the same to Lord Adrys.”

      “Remarkable.”

      She studied the board. “What is, Mr. Faulkner?” There was no answer and she made a cursory peek at him. He stared unabashedly at her.

      “Colin.”

      She inhaled sharply.

      “Call me Colin.”

      “’Twould be improper.”

      His eyes glittered dangerously and she realized he was a man who more often than not got what he wanted.

      “So is being alone with me in a closed room,” he remarked wryly.

      Their gazes melded, greenish-gray as tempestuous as the storm outside with dark brown, the color of rich chocolate.

      “You are right.” She stood. “Thank you for the game, Mr. Faulkner.” Then she moved for the door.

      He beat her there. His large hand landed over her head, pressing against the door, holding it shut. She stared at his arm. The white sleeve rolled up, exposing a powerful forearm covered with dark hair. His heat could be felt behind her.

      “Look at me, Najja.” It was a rumbled order.

      Slowly she turned and met his swirling gaze. “Yes, Mr. Faulkner?”

      “Colin,” he breathed pressing closer.

      It was a struggle not to react to the blatant sexuality that rolled off him. Her mouth was dry and her tongue dampened her lips. His eyes followed the movement, darkening further.

      “Mr. Faulkner.”

      “Colin,” he insisted again.

      Her heart pounded out of control. The hand not on the door reached for the rawhide cord around her neck.

      “What is this?”

      “A necklace.”

      He followed the cord until it dipped below her neckline without actually touching her and yet the heat never faded. A throb began between her legs and she longed to tighten them to see if that would stop it.

      “Can I see it?”

      Was it her imagination or had his head lowered even more?

      “I need to go.”

      A thick lock of hair fell forward over one amazing eyes. “Call me Colin or show me the necklace and I will let you go.” He came even closer. “One simple word or one touch, you make the choice.”

      They weren’t touching? So much heat coursed through her she would swear he pressed against her. The hardness, the high temperature, she was losing it.

      “Colin,” she murmured, making fists so she didn’t grab him.

      He stared hard at her mouth. “You are a temptation unlike any other, Najja.” Colin swallowed harshly. “Leave, my luscious visitor, before I forget I should be a gentleman.” His eyes raked over her leaving no question what he meant. “Or how to be one.”

      One final glimpse into eyes that seemed almost tortured, Najja did something she’d never done before. She fled.

      Her dreams were filled with erotic exploits of her and Colin. Things she’d seen in India, Egypt, The Orient and beyond ran a continuous line through her mind. Sleep was sporadic at best yet she had risen, worked through her routine, cleaned and dressed to be seated on the bench at the foot of Jo’s bed when she woke.

      “Good morning, Najja.”

      “Morning, Jo,” she replied with a grin.

      Jo sat up and patted the mattress beside her. Najja moved and sat there.

      “I do not hear any rain.”

      “Stopped late last night.”

      “Maybe we could go riding.”

      Her thoughts exactly. From the gleam in Jo’s eyes she understood. “I will get dressed.” Jo scrambled from the bed and began dressing, only when she heard the muttered cursing from her friend did Najja get off the thick bed.

      “Cursed clothes. Englishwomen wear too many clothes.”

      Helping her with the stays, Najja laughed. “You are an Englishwoman.”

      “Blast it, Najja, do not say that.”

      She laughed even more as Jo grumbled about her riding habit. Only doing it harder when the scowl came her way.

      “Come on,” she said when Jo finally finished.

      Giggling like school girls, they left the room and headed downstairs. The house was silent and yet, Abel appeared out of nowhere.

      “Good morning, Miss Adrys, Miss Najja.”

      “Good morning, Abel. Splendid day is it not,” Jo remarked.

      “Indeed. Can I be of service to you two?”

      “No, no. We are just going for a ride since the rain stopped.”

      He looked at them obviously unsure of allowing them to proceed with their plans.

      “Not a problem, Abel.” A deep voice broke in. Colin. “You ladies feel free; just make sure you take a groom along.”

      “Oh, thank you, Mr. Faulkner,” Jo gushed. “Come on, Najja.”

      Jo tugged on her hand and as she allowed herself to be pulled along, she glanced behind to see Colin striding into view. Mouthwatering as ever. How she managed, she had no clue, but she kept her eyes on him and nodded in thanks. Even so…she was hard-pressed to forget last night.

      Colin Faulkner is the most dangerous man I know.

      

      Colin sat in his study and thought about events over the past week. Ledgers for his estates sat open before him, ignored. Arrangements had been finalized for the men who’d died in his employ. He sighed.

      A glass of whisky dangled from his fingertips as he stared out the window. The rain had indeed faded but upon its retreat brought up a prelude to winter. The leaves had changed colors covering his estate with an enchanting blanketed mix of autumn hues. Golds, browns, yellows, reds, oranges, and more.

      Lord Adrys had beaten the fever; unfortunately it had taken its toll on the older man. To Colin’s own amazement he had assured the family it was no hardship for them to remain until Adrys was fit to travel. He actually didn’t mind their presence.

      Jo was the source of never-ending laughs as her mother tried to instruct her on the ways deemed proper by the ton. Personally, he liked the carefree Jo better. Of course that could be because whenever he faced that side of her he also got to see Najja.

      Ever since the night in his library, when her kissable lips formed and spoke his name, his body sung with a need he’d never experienced before. She was almost always near Jo. Truth be told he wasn’t sure when she slept. He’d noticed she always went to check on Lord Adrys since the fever broke.

      Every night Colin waited for her in the library, hoping she’d show. Craving more interaction with her. She’d been affected as well, hadn’t she? But she never showed. He’d seen her leave the library on occasion but never had she come in at night after the others had gone to bed.

      He knew the women rode daily and he longed to go with. He didn’t but it never ceased the longing. His estates took a lot of work and he focused on them, endeavoring to be calm and respectful toward the vixen of his dreams, regardless of the fact she created less than courteous visions in his head.

      Laughter brought his attention back from its wanderings and he stared at the closed door. He set down his glass and raked a hand through his hair. The door opened to admit Berry. His valet nodded in greeting and limped his way to a seat, where he sat after placing a stack of papers on the desk.

      “Do I dare ask what’s going on out there?”

      Berry flashed him a grin, reminiscent of their days in the Royal Navy. “Probably not.”

      “So you will tell me anyway.”

      “Of course.” He leaned back. “The women are helping to pack gifts for the festival tomorrow.”

      The Autumn Festival was a huge event for his tenants and the villagers to have a well earned day of rest. Dancing, food, tricks.

      “And the laughter?”

      “That was Najja telling a story of their time in Africa.”

      Undeniable rage stormed through him for two reasons. One, Berry called her Najja--never mind she told him that very thing--and two, why the hell was she laughing and joking with others but not him?

      “Miss Najja,” he growled.

      Berry lifted his eyebrows at the tone. “Miss Najja,” he said with compliance. “Anyway, she and Miss Adrys have been entertaining the ones fixing the baskets.”

      His hand resided on his leg and flexed into a fist a couple of times. “I see.” Holding Berry’s stare, he forced his hand to relax.

      A twinkle appeared in Berry’s blue eyes. “If you will excuse me, I am going to assist them.” He got to his feet and headed to the door where he paused long enough to look back at Colin. Berry opened his mouth as if to speak then appeared to think better of it and left in silence.

      With a groan, Colin turned his attention back to the stack of work before him. For not the first time since Najja had come to his house did he wish to turn it over to Berry or his man of affairs. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he forced himself to stay there.

      Two hours later the numbers had all begun to stream into one. A scratch at the door brought his head up. “Come,” he said grateful for the reprieve. Abel entered and hesitated causing him to arch a brow. “Yes?”

      “Sir, Lord Adrys asked to see you if you can spare a moment.”

      “Thank you, Abel.” He replaced the quill and pushed to his feet.

      Abel closed the door behind him and as he proceeded to the stairs he could hear more feminine laughter. He wanted to be there with Najja. This feeling, desire, to be near her was strange. They’d barely spoken but he could feel it on a deeper level--there existed a connection there. He just needed her to realize it. Almost intimate, this thing he felt for her.

      He took the stairs two at a time and walked down the hall toward the room he’d had Lord Adrys placed in. Four rooms, he mused as he continued along. Not that he needed them but he had a small staff and despite his reputation of being a coldhearted man, he cared for them. They were more of a family than his own had ever been.

      Good thing Najja was in her own room, although considering how close she and Jo were there was a good chance they shared.

      He sighed and adjusted his breeches before knocking at the door. His breath caught in his throat when the door opened. Najja stood before him, dressed today in green. All he could focus on was the way it offset her smooth skin.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Faulkner,” she said meeting his gaze head on even as she dipped a small curtsey.

      Fully aware of Lord Adrys’ gaze on him from where he lay in the bed, he ignored baser desires and gave her a brief nod, his nose assaulted by her engaging and irresistible scent. Vanilla and spiced roses. Need swelled within him.

      “Miss Najja.”

      He burned even hotter as her gaze moved down his face over his body to the toes of his shiny Hessians and back up. Unfortunately she never said a word, just slid by him, tantalizing close yet frustratingly apart. Then she was gone, leaving behind her scent and nothing more. Ignoring the urge to turn his head and follow her steps, he fully entered the room and gave a low bow.

      “You wished to see me, my lord?”

      Lord Hayworth Adrys still looked drawn and pale. “You have offered us hospitality and put up with my family without blinking. I think we can dispense with the formalities.”

      He liked the man. “Very well, Adrys then. What can I do for you?”

      As Adrys struggled into a sitting position, he cast an easy perusal about the room. They were alone. Why was Najja in here without anyone else present? Was there something between Najja and Adrys? The thought left a sour taste in his gut.

      “I want to apologize for putting you in this predicament.”

      He shook his head needing more clarification. “I have more than enough room.”

      “No.” Adrys coughed. “There have been attempts on my life.” More coughing. “Part of why we came back to England early.”

      Colin sat in a tall chair adjacent to the bed. He didn’t like how this sounded. “Why do you not have more travelling with you?”

      “Thought it would attract less attention until we got to the country estate. Then we would head to London once the place had been set to rights.”

      Logical but still it bothered him that there was Adrys and three women without protection.

      “Where is your estate?”

      Adrys smiled. “Not far actually. Kittle Manor.”

      He knew his shock showed. Their properties bordered one another and he had mulled over offering for it at one point. “Are they expecting you?”

      “Yes. Abel was good enough to send a missive.”

      The thought of Najja leaving before…well, it didn’t sit well with him. “So you will depart soon?”

      Emotions shifted Adrys’ eyes hardened momentarily showing Colin a man who had the ability to be extremely dangerous. “That is why I asked to speak to you. I received word, just this morning there was a fire there. I wonder if--”

      “Stay as long as you need until your place is fixed and you feel better.”

      “Are you sure? I know a young unattached man…well, I have no wish to intrude and force my family upon you.”

      “The staff enjoys them and they are no disturbance to my daily business.” Except Najja. I cannot get her out of my head.

      “You are very kind, Mr. Faulkner.”

      “Colin please.”

      “Colin.”

      Najja did not give in and say my name that easy.

      He got to his feet. “I will assign some extra men to keep an eye on your family.”

      The man looked old and tired. “Thank you. They mean everything to me.”

      “Forgive my asking but does Miss Najja have a last name?”

      Adrys sighed heavily. “No. That is her only name. I hope her presence is not causing an issue.”

      You have no idea. He swallowed and hoped to hell his voice remained level. “Not at all. I barely know she is even here.” Aside from the constant state of arousal she keeps me in, it is as if our lives have never intersected. Why would she only have one name?

      “Good. She is a…part of our family.”

      “I see her and your daughter are very close.”

      Adrys grinned and appeared much younger. “They are. Been together off and on while we were there. Jo missed her so much when they were apart the times Najja was gone.”

      “Where did she go?” The question slipped out unbidden.

      Adrys hesitated. “She travelled for her father.”

      More mystery. And Najja was a mystery he most definitely wanted to unveil. In more ways than one.

      “I see.” He saw the reluctance on Adrys’ part to discuss Najja and had no wish to get the man to thinking he had any interest in her. “I shall leave you to rest.”

      “Thank you, Colin.”

      He inclined his head and slid past the door. As he made his way down the stairs he thought over the information he’d just learned. Someone was out to kill Lord Adrys. Why, he didn’t know. Najja had for some reason left her home and come to England with the Adryses. Add into this someone hijacking his own shipments.

      Pausing on the stairs, he headed down with a new destination in mind. Abel waited for him, coat in hand. The man had this uncanny way to anticipate his decisions.

      “Your horse is waiting.”

      With a grateful nod, he put on the coat and hat. Heading out the door, he tugged on his gloves as he went. Sure enough a groom stood with his gelding, Salvage. He swung easily into the saddle and was off with a touch of his heels to the glossy chestnut sides.

      The brisk air was even colder than he’d believed. Steam rose from Salvage’s sides and expelled from his nostrils as they thundered along the road toward The Brown Goose, a tavern where he was going to meet a man who had contacts he could only wish to have. A new one, not seen in this area before--at least for a long time, he was going to send along on the next shipment. But this meeting was also for something else now.

      He dismounted even before Salvage slid to a halt. A boy caught the reins and he said, “Walk him around, I’ll be back in ten minutes.”

      “Yessir.”

      The interior of The Brown Goose was dark, noisy, and rank. Most tables full of men already deep in their cups. Women served them with necklines low in hopes of an extra bit of money for themselves. Shaking his head, he spotted the man he sought. Wilkes. He sat in the back corner, an eye on the door. Heavy beard, unkempt hair, every inch of him showcased a hard life. Not the man he recalled from years before. And there was no one else he would trust to undertake such a thing.

      He joined him at the table and ordered a tankard of ale. “Wilkes,” he said by way of greeting.

      “Faulkner.”

      “I need you to do something for me.” The large man downed a swallow of the swill and remained silent. “I need to know if you hear anything in regards to Lord Adrys.”

      “You have interest in the viscount?”

      “Sort of. Just say how long he has been gone intrigues me.”

      Disbelief filled Wilkes’ face. “I heard there was a fire at Kittle Manor. Luckily no one perished.”

      “Anything you hear, no matter how small, send a message.”

      “Thinking of increasing your estate?”

      He gave a wane smile. “Anything is possible.”

      “I will keep an ear to the ground.”

      “Good man.” He slid Wilkes the ignored drink and put enough money down to cover them both. “I will be attending the fair tonight if you hear anything today.”

      “Right.”

      There was nothing else. Wilkes returned to staring gloomily across the tavern. So he left, barely pausing to toss the young lad who’d held his horse a coin.

      “Thank ye, sir,” he said with a cheery wave.

      Colin nodded then urged Salvage onward. He headed toward the property line between his and Adrys’ estate. He slowed nearing the end of the copse of trees he rode through. From here the land sloped down slightly into a meadow, a long area bordered by trees on three sides and a lake on the other. Voices brought him more alert.

      Feminine voices.

      Jo and Najja.

      Different emotions waged within him. Lust and desire being near the top. He reined in Salvage at the edge, remaining hidden and observed. Two horses stood grazing and running around were Jo and Najja. They ran kicking a round ball like object. Each trying to get it from the other.

      Both of them had their hair down and looked totally at ease. He frowned at the realization they had no protection. Where were the men he’d assigned to watch them?

      Determined to confront them, he nudged Salvage only to draw him up again when movement from the black stallion’s saddle grabbed his notice. By the time he returned his gaze to the women they were putting themselves back to rights. Again he peeked at the saddle only to find it empty. I am losing it.

      He watched the women mount with ease, again something that would set them apart from most he knew from the upper crust of society, and turn toward him. Before they got to him he emerged from the shadows.

      “Good afternoon, ladies.”

      Both were flushed from their exertions and the cold. He nodded first to Jo then Najja. Her brown eyes sparkled and that familiar clench in his gut returned and hit him with incredible force.

      “Mr. Faulkner, what a pleasant surprise,” Jo said with a cheeky grin. “Are you out for a ride just because or do you have a destination in mind?”

      “Just because,” he replied keeping his gaze on the young Miss Adrys. “Might I join you?”

      “We would love it. You have such a beautiful estate. The colors of autumn make it magnificent. I am surprised Mama has not been after me in saying you would make a good--”

      “Jo!” Najja interjected.

      The chit blushed. Rather adorable when she did so. “Oh…blast it. I am so sorry, Mr. Faulkner. I never can control my mouth.”

      He didn’t point out polite young women didn’t say “blast” either. Colin chuckled and maneuvered his horse along Jo. “No reason to apologize, Miss Adrys.”

      “Jo please. Miss Adrys seems so dreadfully proper and I would like to think of us as friends.” She directed her mare so he rode between the women. “Besides, titled or not my mother knows you are a very wealthy man. And if no nobleman will have me, be forewarned, Mr. Faulkner, you may just find yourself in her sights.”

      He couldn’t believe her audacity. Women didn’t speak so frankly, at least none he knew. Instead of her frankness exasperating him, he found it refreshing. “Am I to assume then that I am not the kind of man you wish to be married to?” He could hear Najja muttering something he couldn’t understand.

      “Please do not take offense. I have no desire to marry. I will declare myself a widow and travel the world, seeking adventure where I find it.”

      “Well, when you put it like that,” he teased, casting a glance to his right where Najja rode. She gave him a small smile then looked away. It wasn’t much but it was enough for the moment. As they continued on he got thoroughly entertained by Jo. Even Najja joined in the conversation. Never before had he been in the presence of two ladies and enjoyed himself more.

      Once the stable was in view, he asked, “Are you two up for attending a festival?”

      “Yes!” Jo said immediately.

      “Very well, I will have the carriage readied. We can go together this night.”

      Jo rattled off something across him to Najja while he just watched his brown vixen. Those fools who said brown skin was unattractive didn’t have a clue what they spoke about. Just staring at Najja made him want to touch and caress her. There was no mistaking her for a debutante who despised the outdoors and whose skin was paler than most sick persons. Amazing how he had never really noticed that before.

      Najja never flinched from his sharp stare. “See you tonight, Najja,” he said on a husky whisper.

      “Mr. Faulkner.”

      He hid his displeasure and dismounted before going to Najja. Hands placed at her waist, he lifted her down. As her intoxicating body slid by his, he whispered, “I much prefer it when you call me, Colin.” A slim tremor coursed through her.

      “Until later, ladies,” he said with a bow before leaving them and getting back on his horse. He had to ride and calm down. Najja’s supple body was proving to be one hell of a distraction and temptation.
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      Najja sat in her room. Her heart still pounded with swift alacrity from when Colin…no, Mr. Faulkner assisted her off her horse. The warm breath along her cheek and ear went straight to her core so it throbbed with intensity.

      She stared at her hands noticing with disgust how they shook. Even now. Why him? Why now? She had a mission to accomplish. But still she wondered what it would be like. A man like Colin was sure to be an amazing lover.

      What little sleep she got had been invaded by wistful dreams of being able to let down her guard and allow him as her lover. How his fingers and hands would feel. The heavy weight of him covering her as he lay between her legs, sliding--

      “Najja!” Jo burst into the room, her face alight with excitement.

      She smiled at her friend with practiced patience and forced those renegade thoughts of Colin to the back of her mind. “Hi, Jo.”

      Jo closed the door and frowned, a furrow appearing between her brows. Moments later she joined her on the bed taking one of her hands. “Are you okay?”

      Feigning a cheerful expression, she nodded. “I am. I was just thinking.”

      Blue eyes regarded her carefully. “You miss Africa?”

      “Yes.” She did so much.

      “Me too,” Jo said resting her head against her shoulder. “But I do like Colin. He is really nice. And cute.”

      Cute wasn’t the word she would have picked. Dangerously handsome. Something grew in the pit of her belly. Ugly and angry. The idea Jo may want him made her feel physically sick. She fought it. Jo had more right than she to be with Mr. Colin Faulkner.

      The one thing she hadn’t counted on was how well she’d taught Jo to observe.

      “You like him.” The words were whispered and almost awe-like.

      “Let it go, Jo.”

      “No. I think it is wonderful. What can I do to help?”

      She expelled a sharp breath. “There will be nothing to come of it.”

      “Why not? I see how he watches you when he does not think anyone knows.”

      Her belly fluttered at the knowledge. “He is not for me.”

      Jo tugged on some of her hair. “Seems to me he can make up his own mind.” She scrambled off the bed. “Did you know you never once denied you liked him?” Jo vanished before a response could be formed.

      With a groan, Najja flopped back on the feather mattress. Cheeky girl. And a truer friend she’d never had. But then, she’d never had a friend before she met Josephine Adrys. The girl hadn’t understood boundaries and had wormed her way past all defenses. No matter what she went through, Jo was there when she made it back. Never judging only welcoming her with friendship.

      Najja dressed in what she would wear for the night and made her way downstairs. But instead of going for the meal she ducked into the library and curled up in a large chair near the blazing fire, book in hand.

      “I missed you at dinner.” The voice, deep and seductive, wove around her like molten silk.

      Peering over the top of the book, The Iliad by Homer, her heart gave a jump. Colin stood close, a tray in one hand, dressed in black breeches, blue coat and shiny Hessians. She’d never even heard the door open or him enter.

      “You need to eat something,” he commented placing the tray near her on a foot stool. “There will be stuff at the festival but it will not begin for a while yet.”

      She was at a loss; no one had brought her food before. His green eyes shone in the firelight. “Is the meal over?” She began to rise. “I should find Jo.” How much time had she lost delving beneath the pages of The Iliad?

      “Sit.” It was softly spoken yet an ironclad command. “The meal is still going on.”

      He repositioned the tray in front of her and removed the cover as she sank back down. She was pleasantly surprised at seeing baked eggs on toast. A bit bemused she glanced at him as she closed the book and tucked it beside her.

      Colin shrugged and said, “Jo mentioned you loved the dish. Cook was more than happy to make it for you.”

      Was it her imagination or did he just blush?

      “Thank you,” she responded, reaching for one of the toast rounds and biting into it.

      Without a word, Colin drew up another large wing backed chair and plunked down in it. His strong legs in tightly wrapped breeches settled upon either side of the footrest. Unbidden her gaze snuck to where those very legs met and gulped at the not so hidden proof of his endowment, with difficulty she focused on chewing and swallowing.

      It was impossible to ignore him. So large. So virile. So male. So there. His coat discarded, the waistcoat lay open exposing the crisp white linen of his shirt, rolled up with the sleeves at his elbows. His attention remained riveted on her. Finished with the final bite of the toast she wiped her fingers and sat back, refusing to acknowledge the second piece of toast.

      The book clutched in her hands she shifted so one leg dangled to the floor. She met his stare, which she’d felt upon her since he sat down. Her fingers tightened on the book’s edge.

      “Finish it.”

      Another order.

      She began to shake her head only to have him interrupt.

      “You do not eat enough to keep a bird alive. Finish this.”

      “You should not even know how much I eat,” he lifted a brow, “or do not eat.” Regardless of impropriety on his behavior it warmed her to know he had noticed.

      “You intrigue me, Najja.”

      Memorizing her place for the second time, she shut the book and rested it along her thigh in the chair. Then she leaned to pluck the remaining baked egg on toast from the plate. He observed her as she ate. When she finished, he glanced pointedly at the cup of tea and back to her.

      She lifted it and inhaled the fresh smell of mint before taking a cautious sip. Perfect. “Jo?”

      He nodded. “Tell me about you.”

      “Is this why you brought me food? To learn my secrets?”

      “You dislike answering questions.”

      “I dislike being the only one to do so.”

      “So if I answer one, you will?”

      She thought about it then agreed. His grin made her wonder a bit.

      He leaned forward, placed elbows on his thighs and winked, the firelight glinting off the gold hoop in his ear. “Ask away.”

      “Why do you live out here when your father is an earl?”

      Those stunning verdant eyes darkened and hardened. Obviously a sore subject. “I was tired of wasting my life so I joined the Royal Navy. When I sold my commission I still had no desire to return to London. So I poured my attentions into my estates which my man of affairs had been looking after while I was at sea. They have prospered even more. Who told you I was the son of an earl?”

      She sipped her tea. “Lord Adrys. Why do you--”

      “Wait, I get a question.”

      She smiled relaxing back into the chair. “You had yours.” At his dubious and skeptical glance she said, “You asked me who told me your father was an earl.”

      His eyes twinkled. “So I did. Very well.”

      She crossed her legs and tightened her fingers around the warm cup. “Why do you scowl so much?”

      Colin frowned. “Do you really think I scowl?”

      “I have yet to see you leave your study with anything other than one upon your face.”

      He thought for a moment. “I would if you were in there with me.”

      The words created more of that damnable longing within her. “Perhaps.” She allowed herself to say nothing more.

      A devilish glint appeared and he grinned. One of wicked promises. “Shall we try?”

      “No, Mr. Faulkner, we shall not.”

      “Colin.” She opened her mouth but he waved her silent. “When it is just us or if Jo is around call me Colin. There are no nosy society harpies to give their unwanted opinion, so between us we are only Colin and Najja.”

      She didn’t know what to say. “And sometimes Jo.” The urge to smack herself in the head was great. How stupid did she sound?

      “Exactly.” His green eyes burned with concupiscence and she barely held the shiver at bay. “Now, my turn.”

      “Actually, it is mine again.”

      She could tell he wished to dispute but he merely leaned back. Well, there was no ‘merely’ about it, but he reclined waiting, reminding her of an animal on the hunt. Trying to appear harmless and lure the prey in close enough to attack.

      Staring at him she experienced another pang of yearning, one she would do well to ignore for he was not the man for her. Regardless if he had a title or not, he was an earl’s son and she…well was less than a common-born in this country to most. Plus once done here she had to return to Father and whatever he had planned for her next. That knowledge sobered her.

      “Could I ask you for a favor?”

      “Of course you can ask.”

      Meaning he may refuse to grant it. “I know you live next door to Lord Adrys’ property.” She swallowed and dug to find the strength to carry on. Asking favors wasn’t something she did. “I would ask you to check on Jo from time to time. Make sure she is okay.”

      “Wo--” He never finished the question merely rotated his shoulders. “And if…when she marries?”

      “So long as he is a good man it does not matter.”

      “Such a favor will cost you.”

      Najja sighed. “I figured as much.” She placed the cup down, folded her hands. “What do you wish in return? I have no money.”

      “No, I have enough of that.” He leaned forward and skimmed her with his gaze. She fought the urge to shift in the seat. “Jo and her family mean a lot to you it seems.”

      “Yes.”

      His gaze sharpened. “Your horse, would you part with him?”

      Her heart clenched painfully. “Fineas?”

      “Is that his name?”

      “It is.”

      “Then yes, I mean Fineas, your black Arabian.”

      She thought of Jo. Her freckled face and bright blue eyes which surely would dim with a husband who didn’t treat her as the jewel she was. There was no one else whom she considered a friend. Still, it was hard to imagine not having Fineas as well. “You…you would treat him well?”

      He cocked a dark brow. “You do not ask if I will forget my promise to you but you ask if I will treat Fineas well?”

      “I see you as a man who keeps his word once given. Is that not so?”

      “I keep my word,” he said, his tone almost indignant.

      She rolled her lower lip between her teeth for a moment. Fineas…she would miss him. “Yes, I will part with him.” The words struggled to make it past her lips. “Is that what you wish for in return?”

      He stroked his chin and studied her. “No, I will do this but in return for a kiss.”

      Her heart thundered out of control. “A kiss?” When did her mouth get so dry?

      “Yes luv. A kiss. That is my price. Do you accept?”

      “I do.” She planted both feet on the floor, closed her eyes, waiting.

      A husky chuckle surrounded her and she peered at him. “What are you doing?” he asked in amusement.

      “I thought you wanted a kiss.”

      Darkened seafoam eyes held her prisoner. A seductive grin lifted kissable lips. He came closer, his hands settled upon the arms of the chair putting himself right in her personal space. “I do, but the kiss will be done by my choosing when and where.” So close was he, their noses almost touched. “Do you agree?” A silken challenge sat woven around the question.

      “Yes,” she replied after regaining control of her facilities. He smelled so good, so rugged, and so masculine. So mouthwatering. Were men supposed to smell so distractingly good?

      The door opened and he backed off, picking up the tray. “Glad to hear it.”

      “There you are, Najja,” Jo said coming near. “Am I disturbing anything?”

      “No,” Colin said, handing the tray to a passing maid.

      “Darn,” Jo huffed and sat on the stool. “Ready to go to the festival?”

      Beyond Jo’s mass of curls she met Colin’s gaze. Blasted man winked and left the room. “I’m ready, Jo.”

      “Is everything okay, Najja?”

      “Fine. Let’s go to the festival.”

      Together they went to the door and put on coats and gloves. Jo said goodbye to her parents and they made their way to the waiting coach. The air was crisp and sharp.

      When she sat beside Jo, her head jerked up when the closing door opened wide again. Colin climbed in.

      “Figured we could all ride together,” he said by way of explanation.

      She smothered her groan while Jo chatted away. Colin’s legs were long and constantly pressed against hers, sending her into her own private hell. Never before had she longed for a man’s touch. It seemed Colin knew it too, subtle touches of the leg and foot tormenteing her the entire trip.

      

      The night was cold yet it in no way deterred from the festival. Fires burned brightly, people danced, food cooked and children ran unchecked. Colin spoke to his tenants all the while thinking about Najja and their upcoming kiss. His blood burned and spikes of lust shot through him.

      The ladies moved a bit ahead of him and it didn’t escape his notice how protective Najja was of Jo. Not just protective, she seemed thoroughly aware of everything around them. Yet she accomplished it in an extremely subtle way. Not an obvious one. More mystery of the woman who had but one name. Najja.

      Both women wore darker colors but like usual only Najja piqued his interest. While Kyle Easterly spoke about his thoughts on how well his harvest was, Colin continually found himself honed in on Najja.

      The wind picked up and he noticed the bonfires gleamed off something on her ear. He had seen the earring bobs on her lobes but couldn’t recall seeing anything else. Of course her hair usually covered the tops of her ears.

      “Well, what do you think, Mr. Faulkner?” Easterly asked his round face full of excitement at what he’d just proposed.

      I think I have become enamored with an enchantress from Africa. “I think, Mr. Easterly, it is going to be a very good autumn and winter.”

      Easterly beamed. “My thoughts exactly. Well…I see the missus, have a great time.”

      “Likewise, Easterly.”

      The man walked away and Colin fought a grin. He knew he wasn’t a man who put distance between himself and his tenants. After all they were the ones who made him not have to maintain and upkeep. These people didn’t put on airs like so many he’d grown up with in London. He liked them, they allowed him privacy and there was no matchmaking. For which he was eternally grateful.

      With a sigh, he took in the festival while contemplating what to do about Najja. He would have her in his bed. Of that he had no doubt. Speaking of Najja, where was she? To his left he spotted Jo dancing with some of the young village girls. But no Najja. He searched harder near Jo, aware she rarely went far from the younger Miss Adrys.

      His heart calmed when he spotted her crouched by a child, appearing deep in discussion. Her head tipped back and she laughed. He was rooted to the spot, captivated beyond words, when the sound of her laughter danced along the wind from her mouth to his ears.

      Bloody hell! He’d never wanted anyone so much in his entire life.

      “Breathing would be advisable,” a low voice said from beside him.

      He glanced down to find Wilkes there. The man had a sparkle in his eyes even though his expression was impassive.

      “I have news.”

      Colin turned his eyes toward where Najja still spoke to the girl. “And?”

      “They plan to hit the next shipment of yours. Not sure where yet though.”

      “Damn it! I cannot afford to lose more men or whisky.”

      “That is not all.”

      His mood had soured. “What else?”

      “There are two men who constantly hang around Kittle Manor. Rough looking, although they do claim to be friends of Adrys. So far no one has said a word about him staying with you.” Wilkes paused. “There is talk though of a dark skinned woman who travels with them.”

      A wave of unease fell about him. “She is here, tonight. With Adrys’ daughter.”

      “Where?”

      “To the right of the fire, she is talking to a little girl.”

      At that moment, Najja stood up and made a cursory scan in their direction.

      “Bloody hell!” Wilkes uttered, shock blatantly apparent.

      Colin frowned. In all the time he’d known Wilkes he’d never heard him this disconcerted. Scrutinizing the man, he saw him slowly gain his wits.

      “What is wrong with you, Wilkes?”

      “It…that…Najja.”

      Her name was said on a soft sigh. Jealousy overtook him before he knew what happened. Eyes flickered between Wilkes and Najja. Her face gave nothing away; in fact she turned away back to the dancing. The image of Wilkes touching her...

      “How do you know her?” he growled, struggling not to wrap his hands around Wilkes’ neck.

      “I had heard…and seen…but assumed it to be naught but a rumor.” Disbelief and awe coated his words.

      “What are you going on about?” Now he was holding onto his control by a mere thread.

      “In India, I heard it, years ago. And again in a different place I saw her. She…is rumored to be an assassin.”

      He choked on the incredulity of such a claim. “Do not be daft.”

      “I swear, Colin. I have seen the end result of her work.”

      There was only honesty in Wilkes’ voice.

      “How so?” Colin didn’t want to believe it.

      “She was in the court, at both places. Then someone turned up dead. She had vanished.” Wilkes scratched his head. “One night in India, after a party with a sultan, one of the guards got too deep in his cups and told how she had been sent there to learn things…of all sorts. Things involving death.”

      It sounded too crazy to believe. And yet…

      “Did you meet her?”

      “I was introduced in…well it does not matter. She…she was so young then.”

      His stomach rolled at the thought of her with Wilkes. Others gathered nearer to them and he forced a smile. “We need to finish this discussion.”

      “I will be there tonight,” Wilkes stated. “Be cautious.” As he had arrived, Wilkes faded away with silence.

      His mind whirled with the implications. Smothering a groan he sought out Najja. She no longer stood where he’d last seen her. He breathed a bit easier when he located Jo, she looked like a forest sprite, her hair coming loose gave her an air of sensuality. She would be breaking hearts in the ton. If she can curb her tongue. But he liked her bluntness.

      Off to the side, almost hidden completely by shadows stood the woman he searched for. Following her line of sight, he found she watched Jo. In a swift and decisive manner he slid around to come up behind Najja.

      He paused a short distance back from her, ogling what he could see in the shadowed light. His hands itched to caress the curves simmering below her understated attire. He’d seen flashes of a small ankle, despite her normally wearing boots, and on occasion her skirts were drawn tight over the curvature of her derriere.

      With a gulp he wiped the beads of sweat which had popped upon his brow despite the algidity of the air temperature. More in control he stepped just shy of flush to her. The scent unique only to her circumnavigated him immediately, breathing new life into the emotional charge she provided him. Who knew spiced roses and vanilla could make a man entertain the notion of forever.

      “Why are you hiding?” he asked in susurration.

      She didn’t even start. “I am not hiding. I am observing.”

      He closed the fractional distance and nearly groaned at the way she felt against him. Along her hips he rested his gloved hands, wishing with zeal there was naught between them aside from skin. Her waist wasn’t as tiny as fashion deemed preferable but he loved it. He held a woman, not a schoolroom chit.

      Keeping an eye on the festivities and people before them, he moved his fingers in small circles. She shuddered beneath his touch.

      She is not as immune to me as she would like me to believe.

      “You have no desire to dance?”

      “No.”

      “I do,” he admitted. “But the type I want to do with you requires a lot fewer clothes.”

      “Really?” Did he imagine it or was there a catch in her voice?

      “Really,” he whispered in her ear before trailing his tongue along the lobe. He was so hard his vision flickered. She even tasted delectable. “I want to do all kinds of things to you, Najja. All kinds.”

      Her breathing accelerated. “Wicked things?”

      “Very wicked,” he promised, pulling her tighter to the hard ridge in his breeches.

      She undulated her hips, verging on the rod he sported. This time he did groan.

      “I want you, luv.” His hips responded instinctively to her motion.

      “Hmm,” she uttered, totally noncommittal before she broke contact.

      His growl of displeasure, seconds from escape, calmed at the knowledge Jo approached.

      “What are you two doing here?” Jo asked, not so innocently.

      “Mr. Faulkner and I were discussing that we should get back.” Jo sighed and Najja added, “He has an estate to run, Jo. He has other things to do than escort us about.”

      “Of course,” Jo said immediately. “Thank you for allowing us to attend this.”

      He stepped from behind Najja, one hand trailing familiarly along the tempting ass she had. “Colin,” he corrected offering Jo his arm, “and it was my pleasure.”

      Najja seemed to retreat into herself as they made their way back to his home. She vanished up to her room quickly after they arrived. He wanted to follow her up there so much; unfortunately Abel told him he had a visitor.

      Wilkes.

      A few hours and much information later he left the study with Wilkes to walk him to the door. His mind whirled with what Wilkes had imparted to him. They both froze when they spotted Najja poised at the entrance to the library. As he had at the festival he glanced between them, that unpleasant wave of jealousy rising again.

      Wilkes stepped toward her and bowed. The words he spoke, Colin didn’t understand. He knew Najja did when she also bowed and responded, her voice low, gaze straight forward. His mood sank even lower when they exchanged smiles.

      She finally placed her eyes upon him. “Good night, Mr. Faulkner. Thank you for a lovely evening.” Without so much as another word she ascended the stairs and vanished from view without a single glance back.

      “Stay away from her,” he growled, gaze still focused on the spot he’d seen Najja last.

      “Stay away…bloody hell, Colin. Are you…do you…Najja?” Wilkes asked in astonishment.

      He was fairly certain flames leapt from his eyes the way Wilkes stepped back. “What?”

      “Did you even hear one thing I said in there?” Wilkes demanded.

      “I heard.”

      Wilkes sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “Who you pursue is your business, chap. Can I suggest you ask her about the hijacking? She may have some ideas from the places she has been.”

      He filed that away. “Wilkes.”

      “What Colin?”

      “Have you ever…with Najja?”

      “Lud, you have it bad. No. In fact I never saw her leave with a man in that vein. I watched her dance, she was damned good at it, but…look, just be careful.”

      “You think I would let a woman get the upper hand?”

      Wilkes met his gaze head on while he shoved his arms into an old tatty coat. “I think she already has. I have never seen you like this, Colin and I have known you since we both wore little britches. We have been friends since before my father wasted our fortune and turned us into fodder for amusement in the Beau Monde.” His tone cut sharp.

      “You know you only--”

      One hand waved in dismissal. “I know. This is not about me asking you for help, Colin. Besides, I am doing fine, the downfall of my family name works well with my cover. My point is I have never seen you watch a woman with such possessive hunger or heat before.”

      Colin listened to his friend talk, but in truth his thoughts had again returned to Najja. He mentally went through her disrobing and getting ready for bed. Damn. He hardened.

      “I can see this is a hopeless cause,” Wilkes stated. “Good night my friend.”

      Wilkes left out the back where his horse waited. Colin sighed. He turned back to his study but changed his mind and hurried up the stairs. Berry waited in his chamber.

      “Go to bed, Berry.”

      “Anything you need before, sir?”

      “No. Get some rest.”

      “Very good sir.” Berry vanished.

      Alone, Colin began to undress but paused when his shirt hung open and over his black breeches. Before he could reason with himself or talk himself out of it, he found himself standing in the dark hall outside Najja’s room.

      Slowly, he turned the handle and slipped into the room. As it clicked softly, he waited for his eyes to adjust, the glowing embers of the banked fire offered only a little light. He was nervous, sneaking around brought back memories of being young and full of himself.

      “Mr. Faulkner,” a slow drawl came from his right, even more pronounced was the accent and it slid along his skin, leaving him wanting. “What are you doing in here?”

      She became visible in his peripheral and the fleeting glance was more than enough to shove all remaining air from his lungs. Bloody hell! All the blood rushed to his groin. She wore a white top which showed off her midsection courtesy of the way it was cut. The neckline dipped down to a point exposing the swells of her breasts and the bottom of the blouse rose to a point as well. Then she wore a pair of black long pantaloons. Her feet were bare. Along one side of her belly he saw what looked like to be scars.

      Lust broadsided him so hard he nearly collapsed. Lord; had he known this was the body she kept hidden beneath those drab dresses…

      “What are you wearing?” The question sounded more like a croak.

      “Blouse and kurta. I prefer this to the dresses which are important in your society. You have yet to answer my question. What are you doing in here?” She stared at him with hunger in her eyes and yet he could see it was very contained. He wanted to break those walls and release it to be reveled in.

      Her hair sat gathered in a loose twist down her back. He longed to free it, feel it tumble about his skin, wrap his hands in it while he plundered her mouth, feel it trail over his thighs as he... With difficulty he focused on her face. He longed to explore her body.

      “Colin,” he said, voice silvered with want as he approached her.

      “Very well. What are you doing here, Colin?”

      He gripped her arms and backed her against the door. Lowering his head by hers so their lips were barely separated he allowed himself one more moment of bliss. Her satin-like skin rested beneath his fingers, her alluring scent poured around him. He hovered on the brink between heaven and hell.

      In a guttural voice, he said, “I have come for my kiss, luv.”
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      Najja gulped, her heart pounded harder than it did when she finished a training routine. Colin was so close to her, she could feel the heat from his body rolling over her. His shirt hung untucked and open, exposing his solid torso to her. She was more than used to seeing men go around without shirts on but none had made her long to touch them. His body was all roped muscle, with defined ridges and cuts. Amazingly it glowed with the same golden hue as the rest of him, a little hair dusted the taut skin. His breeches only amplified things her dreams had created.

      “Then…then you ensure Jo is well taken care of when I am gone?”

      He stiffened but nodded. “I will.”

      “Very well then,” she murmured.

      He touched her chin and lifted her gaze to his. The firelight gleamed off burning green eyes. Never had a man stared at her with such raw hunger before. Her body reacted in ways which were also new.

      “This is not a death sentence, luv.”

      Her belly clenched and her breasts tightened, craving to feel the heavy weight of his hands upon them. All over her for that matter.

      “I never said that it was.”

      His earring glinted in the light. Her eyes strayed to his lips before moving up to his eyes, which were no less heated as they stared at her. “Unbind your hair,” he rasped.

      Licking her lips, she reached behind her and undid the tie holding it. His breathing grew harsh as he watched. There was almost no room between them so each movement she made brushed her breasts along his bared chest.

      “You have a lot of earrings.” He trailed a finger along the outside of her left ear, touching each of the six holes she had silver in.

      “Yes.”

      “Do they mean something special?” He moved to the right ear and touched each of those. Five this time. “And why only five on this side?”

      His touch drove her to distraction, she could hardly focus on the questions. “Father did them.” She gulped when his touch drifted back to touch the skin behind her ear. “I do not know why five on one side.”

      “Is it common for the women of your tribe?”

      His fingers moved down the side of her neck, skimming along the pulse there, and continuing to her bared shoulder. She wanted his touch everywhere. Pressing back against the door she laid her palms flat against the wood, desperately seeking some way of regaining her wits.

      “I did not spend time with them.”

      Over her shoulder and down the exposed arm, raising the hair on her skin in the process. He gathered one hand in his and brought it up to his lips where he pressed them to the inside of her wrist. Directly over the pulsating vein.

      “You are a woman of mystery, Najja. And I have many, many questions for you.” He kissed each fingertip as he spoke until he finally placed one against her palm. “But not right now. There is something much more important to me right now.”

      “Wh…what is that?”

      “Finding out how good you taste.”

      Her knees almost gave out. He released her hand, his head lowered as he trailed his tongue along the path his fingers had taken from her ear to her shoulder, his silken hair brushed against her making her long to sink her hands into it and hold him closer to her.

      “You smell like spiced roses and vanilla, Najja. Do you know how much it affects me?” His voice pitched low, darkly sensual and full of the promise of endless passion.

      “No,” she whispered digging her fingers into the wood behind her.

      Without preamble, he captured the hand he’d previously kissed and brought it back between them, to rest against his breeches and the hardness contained in them. “How about now?”

      Her fingers flexed around his shaft eliciting a guttural groan from him. “Yes luv, just like that.”

      She felt feverish. All she could think about was stripping off his clothes and seeing how he looked in the flesh. Dropping to her knees and servicing him as she’d seen women do for the sultan and his men. She squeezed again and moved her hand slightly up and down. His moan empowered her.

      Colin nibbled along her neck, one hand settled over her breast and he teased the tip into a hard point. Her fingers around him tightened and he expelled another harsh encouragement.

      You are not allowed to have emotions. You have a job to do. Nothing else. Father’s words reverberated through her and she stiffened.

      He backed off, confusion in his eyes, although his hand continued to massage her breast. “What is it?”

      “You…you came for a kiss,” she said withdrawing her touch from him. “This is not a kiss.”

      “It leads to kisses.”

      She wavered.

      He backed away from her and sat on the side of her bed, dominating the mattress with his size alone. His white shirt, black breeches, and golden skin all blended perfectly with the blue shades making up the room. It didn’t matter the room was almost completely shrouded in darkness, she could see him.

      “Come here to me, luv.”

      The silken command moved over her, creating even more of a maelstrom within.

      “I thought you wanted your kiss.”

      “I do.” He tilted his head to the side. “And I will be having it as soon as you come over here.”

      “To the bed?” Lord, she sounded like a dupe.

      He chuckled but the sound didn’t put her at ease. It was as if he enjoyed tormenting her. “To the bed.” He waggled the fingers on one strong hand. “Come, Najja. Our agreement was the time and place of my choosing. The time is now and the place I choose is here, the bed.”

      So he had. Forcing movement into her legs, she trod over the thick Turkish carpet to pause before him. With him seated, they were almost eye to eye. Lord, he was large, the firm physique definite proof of his active life. And for the moment he was here, for her.

      Colin gripped her hips and drew her between muscular legs until the bed prevented her from progressing further. She gulped, his heated touch seared her. Ever so slowly his hands left her hips and slid up her bare arms. The hair on her arms stood on end as his callused palms moved up, higher and higher.

      She felt exposed. Vulnerable. Out of her depths. It wasn’t as if she’d not been in this type of situation before…well, she hadn’t. Bedchambers were one thing but being in them with a man like Mr. Faulkner, entirely different. All her training as a seductress vanished the moment he came in her thoughts. She felt untried. Virginal.

      You are a virgin, her mind reminded her.

      A fact Father never knew. Some days even she couldn’t recall that. But she had enough intimate knowledge of herbs and drugs to always ensure she never had to go through the actual mating with a male. And until this one before her now, she’d never wished to.

      “What are you thinking so hard about, luv?” he asked in a sotto voice, his fingers moving in deliciously simple yet most distracting circles upon her upper arms.

      “I am here as requested, Mr. Faulkner. Perhaps we should get this over with.”

      The green of his eyes hardened with anger and she mentally cursed her wayward tongue. Men and their egos.

      “Colin. In a rush?” he asked, words clipped with fury.

      She longed to sink her hands into that hair upon his head and hold him to her while he did whatever he wished. “No.”

      The storm in his gaze lessened slightly while his hands resumed their upward quest. His fingertips trailed along her shoulders and neck until they sank into the hair at the back of her head.

      “Your hair is like silk,” he murmured drawing her closer still. He bypassed her lips and nibbled along her jaw and toward her ear. “How do you manage to smell so enticing?”

      He liked how she smelled? “Th…this is not kissing.”

      His chuckle was positively decadent. “This is my kiss, Najja.” Colin drew back to stare in her eyes. “You said my time and place, would you prefer a more intimate kiss?”

      There was no mistaking his meaning. She felt wanton and wanted his fingers there, touching where she knew was slick with her wetness. Her mouth was drier than the deserts of the plains she’d spent time upon. Could he…he wouldn’t…would he? The challenge in his eyes told her he most assuredly would.

      She held his gaze and lifted her brow in perfect imitation of him. “As you say, it is your kiss, Colin.”

      The storm raged again and he growled low before jerking her head to his. His mouth slanted over hers similar in fury to the tempest which had showcased the night their lives intersected. He licked along her lips and when she moved, he tightened his hold then delved his tongue deep into her mouth.

      Sensations flooded her. He tasted rich, masculine, and heady. She’d heard tales of kisses like this that could turn a person into a quivering mass but until this moment, she had never experienced one. Never had a man’s tongue in her mouth been pleasurable before now.

      A groan slipped up and out only to be captured by his relentless mouth. His tongue slipped through her lips like he owned her. Dominating her, she gave in and let him. She sagged against his powerful chest and allowed him to support her. Their tongues slid along one another, him encouraging her with a deep throated moan.

      This kiss was drenched with possessiveness, raw hunger, and intensity unlike anything she’d known existed.

      “Touch me, luv,” he muttered before increasing their exchange again.

      She sank her hands into the cool silken waves he called hair, it smoothed over her skin like water. Eyes closed she barely noticed when he lifted her with one hand to straddle his lower body. All she knew was he felt delicious between her spread legs. In and out his thick tongue plunged making her squirm as longing filled her. A longing for something more, to find some sort of completion.

      His touch skimmed her breast and the tip hardened to a point, craving more of his scandalous caress. She whimpered and rubbed against him which in turn created a rumble from his chest. She rocked again. And again. Only when she felt his touch at her waist did she wrench her eyes open and end the kiss.

      Dragging her mouth from his, she stared at him while her heart pounded out of control. He stared at her, his nose flaring with every deep breath he ingested. Colin moved his eyes from her face down to the blatant tell of her arousal. Her breasts remained pebbled and the blouse she wore couldn’t hide that fact. His gaze was wild when he returned it to hers.

      Before he could say a word, she slithered off his lap and put a bit of distance between them. “I believe that seals the deal then, Mr. Faulkner.”

      Eyes narrowing he growled, “Colin, damn it. Call me Colin.”

      “Colin.”

      He pushed up from the bed and stalked toward her. She refused to show fear or cower so she lifted her chin and held his gaze the entire way. Not that she feared he would physically harm her, more like she feared her own reaction to this man who made her think of nothing but nakedness, sex and lots of it.

      “You want me to leave?” Honey dripped off his words enticing her to take a taste. Just one more. What harm could it do?

      “It is not a matter of what I want or not. Your part of the deal was for a kiss. You got that.” For the life of her she wanted him to stay. Longed for him to lift her in strong arms and carry her to the bed. Undress her and…

      He continued to approach until there was no space between them. “I will leave for now, Najja, for we both know what is about to happen if I stay. But we have a lot to figure out between us. I want that intimate kiss, more than you could possibly know.” Colin lowered his head and brushed his lips along hers, tenderly. “Good night, luv.”

      She found herself alone and with shaking legs, sank to the thick blue and brown rug and dropped her head into quavering hands. By the gods, what had she done? This was not the way for her to act. She was here to do a job, nothing more.

      At least the deal is sealed and I know Jo will be in good hands when I leave. Still trembling, she got to her feet and made her way to the bed where Colin Faulkner had shattered the bubble she’d erected around her heart and crawled in. His scent still present and she didn’t wish to acknowledge that it made her feel all the more comfortable having it in her nose as she drifted off to sleep.

      She woke early unsure if she truly felt rested or not. Seated on her trunk at the end of her bed she barely looked up from where she strapped on her sai when the door opened and Jo stuck her head in.

      “Morning, Najja.”

      “Morning, Jo. I am almost ready.”

      She didn’t try to hide the weapons, Jo knew she carried them with her all the time. As well as her other weapons. Tying the final rawhide strip, she glanced up to see her friend watching her with a mischievous sparkle in her brilliant blue eyes. Immediately she became suspicious.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Narrowing her gaze, she slid the sai home and placed her booted feet upon the floor. “Since when do you lie to me?”

      “When do you lie to me?”

      Najja frowned. “I have done no such thing.”

      Jo crossed her arms drawing the purple muslin tighter. “Then tell me,” she demanded with annoyingly smug satisfaction, “why I saw Colin sneak out of your room last night, looking all kinds of satisfied.”

      Drat.

      

      Colin woke up with his shaft as hard if not harder than it had been when he had finally made it into bed. He couldn’t get the memory of his kiss with Najja out of his mind. She’d tasted even better than he imagined she would. Her lips were soft and pliant beneath his and her response…

      He groaned in defeat, wrapping his hand around his engorged length. The intoxicating aroma that covered her skin. The fire in her response to him. Hell, he’d never been so close to responding to raw lust as he had at that very moment with Najja. How he’d managed to walk away and leave her alone there…well, it was anyone’s guess because he sure as hell didn’t know how it had been accomplished.

      Even now, alone in his huge bed, fingers tight around his cock, all he could call forth was Najja’s image. Pumping his fist up and down, he expelled an earthy lament and increased the speed of his strokes. To him it was Najja who gripped him so firmly. Najja whose hair trailed along his skin. Enticing him. Tantalizing him. Arousing him to the point of…

      It rose from the soles of his feet to engulf him in a wave of mind numbing pleasure. He shuddered from the force of his release and melted back against the mattress, limbs weak and shaking, body dotted with beads of sweat. Still, he craved the real woman, not his mental image of her.

      “Good morning, sir.”

      His gaze jerked to the open door and glared at his valet. How long had the man been there? Had he seen him…

      “What Berry?” he snapped embarrassed. “How long have you been there?”

      Blue eyes barely blinked. “Just arrived. Did you ring for me?”

      It amazed him how easily Berry had gone from being a medic in the Navy to his valet. There were times things were as they had been but there were times, like now, when he would have never known this man had done anything other than be a valet. His face had no expression on it.

      Sitting up, he ignored the sheet which pooled around his waist as well as the chill the fire couldn’t quite banish. He got up and dressed in haste before moving to the windows and staring out. Frost sprinkled elegant spider webs all along the massive panes of glass. The wind whipped up whorls of fallen leaves and bent some smaller trees with its force. Damn it looked cold.

      Soon he had made his way down the stairs oddly excited to find himself in Najja’s presence once again. He’d prefer to be alone with her but that would come later. I will see to it. He fought back the grin that threatened at the sound of Jo’s voice. For where there was Jo…there was Najja.

      “Good morning, ladies,” he commented, heading for the sideboard and the large amounts of food there.

      “Mr. Faulkner,” Jo said.

      Lady Adrys added her greeting but it was the voice after hers which was a surprise. Lord Adrys’ not the timbre he’d expected.

      He faced them. “Apologies, Adrys, I had no idea you were here.”

      The man’s eyes sparkled with good health and humor. He looked much better, color had returned to his skin banishing the pallor. Still a bit slight, but he had the feeling Lord Adrys would be fine in no time.

      “Well, I have been abed most of the time. I feel much better and thought being up and moving around would be good for me.”

      Made sense. Colin joined them at the table, accepting the cup of coffee set before him. As he ate he listened to the family talk. He also noticed how Jo would begin to rise only to sink back down at a subtle glare from her father.

      What was going on? Why wasn’t Najja at the table? Was she ill? Did she need him?

      Where did that thought come from?

      Before he could ask where she was, Lord Adrys spoke again. “I was going to ride to see the progress on Kittle Manor, do you have time to ride along, Colin?”

      “Papa, might I come too?” Jo questioned immediately.

      He nodded to Adrys then watched the man turn his attention to his daughter. Colin’s heart seized a bit at witnessing the interaction. He had no sisters but if he did, he couldn’t imagine his heartless sire doing it anyway. He’d not acted kindly toward him or his brothers. Then, his brothers hadn’t acted nice to him either so there you had it. Blue eyes met his and Jo winked at him. Adrys didn’t say anything and it appeared his wife never noticed. Cheeky chit.

      When the three of them, Lady Adrys stayed behind, had dressed to ward off the cold and were mounted he struggled to yet again refrain from asking about Najja. The silence was broken up by the clopping of horses hooves. He noticed their mounts were nice but nothing like Najja’s stallion.

      “Where did Najja acquire her horse?” The question slid out before he could stop it.

      Adrys stared at him, his cheeks ruddy from the chill in the air. “Not able to say. She brought it back after a trip and he has been with her ever since.”

      “She had Fineas upon her return from Egypt. About five years ago. Fineas loves her. And she him. He is so fast. I swear I have never seen another horse able to match him for speed.” Jo told him.

      Colin believed it. He’d seen a pair of matched Arabians go for a hefty price at Tattersall’s. How did she get one? And why had she been in Egypt?

      “Josephine.”

      Colin watched her face compose in a polite mask. Okay, so Najja is a sensitive subject. And one the family intended to protect. Lord Adrys filled him in on how things had been living over in Western Africa. For his part, he made appropriate comments yet his thoughts continually streamed to Najja and her mysterious past.

      Why she affected him so he hadn’t a clue. However, she did. When Kittle Manor came into view Jo’s gasp of surprise drew his attention. She stared about, eyes wide with wonder.

      “Papa, it is beautiful.”

      He had to agree, Kittle Manor was a very attractive house.

      “So you think we can stay for a while and not head back to Africa immediately?” Adrys asked his daughter, his voice teasing.

      Whatever Jo’s response, Colin didn’t hear it for from the back of the house strolled none other than the woman he’d kissed last night. The woman he craved in his bed, on top of him, beneath him, pressed against him in every manner possible. Najja.

      Her mind apparently had been on something else for she seemed almost startled to see them. Or was it just him? She wore a simple, unadorned blue dress with a black tie around her waist, acting as a belt. One end hung down to at least her knees, the pull accentuated the curvature of her body. On the other hip three silver links dangled. A kerchief covered her hair, keeping it from her face.

      He reined in Salvage while Jo dismounted and ran toward her friend. Apparently her action didn’t surprise her father for he leaned over with an indulgent chuckle and grabbed the reins while muttering something about Jo needing to learn a bit more decorum before her Season. Personally, he liked Jo just the way she was, her bluntness and natural charm made him smile. He would hate to see her subdued by some heavy-handed husband who didn’t approve of her, it would kill her spirit and heart.

      The women laughed and his gaze was drawn to Najja. The smile on her face would have taken his legs out from under him had he not been seated already. A footman came to hold their horses while a groom headed up to take them to the stable.

      Jo drug Najja with her over to them, they spoke in the language he couldn’t understand. Apparently Lord Adrys could for he responded. Then her brown eyes found him.

      “Good morning, Miss Najja,” he said ignoring the pounding of his heart and the blood which pooled in his loins.

      “Mr. Faulkner,” she replied with a small curtsey.

      He stared into her eyes, and became more than a bit worked up, as there was nothing in her gaze aside from the emotionless look which had been there the night they met. Shouldn’t there be some sort of desire, lust, longing for another toe curling kiss like they’d shared? Something that showed him he wasn’t the only one who had been affected by it?

      “Show me around, Papa.” Jo’s voice didn’t register until it occurred to him she had just managed to slip away and leave him alone with Najja.

      Have I said how much I really like that chit?

      “I missed you at breakfast, luv,” he said a smile tilting up the corners of his mouth when Jo and her father left them alone.

      A slight twinkle filled her gaze before it faded into nothing. The tip of her tongue snuck out and skimmed her lips, his entire body seized with longing.

      “Wilkes told me I may be of assistance to you.”

      The man had said the same thing to him but it galled him beyond anything he imagined to hear the words from her mouth. Just another reminder that she and Wilkes had met prior.

      “Did he now?” He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his tone.

      He knew she could tell he wasn’t pleased but all she did was shrug. “You know where I am if you wish it.”

      “I wish you in my bed,” he said.

      Her smile while slight had hunger and sadness in it. He realized then she wanted him as well but was ignoring that fact.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Faulkner. I have some things to attend to.”

      “Colin,” he growled. “Damn you, call me Colin.”

      But she said nothing, merely turned and walked away leaving him alone to stare at the seductive and mesmerizing sway of her hips. Swallowing his roar of anger he set off after her. He noticed things were falling into place. The workers hired had done an amazing job at the repairs. His belly knotted at the thought of her soon being out of his house.

      Increasing his pace, he caught up to her and followed her into the back of the house. Servant’s entrance. A few women scrubbed the final residue of smoke from the walls, they barely looked up as they passed. He followed Najja up the stairs and spent the time memorizing her figure. The fall of her skirt as she moved was hard to look away from. One step however made him cock his head to the side and study her closer. When the fabric settled along leg an odd shape appeared.

      Did she have something around her legs?

      He tore his gaze away and shoved his lust to the back. At the top of the third floor, she made her way to the first room near them in the long hallway. She entered and he did as well. A large room, he took stock of the antechamber, empty but would be very nice once belongings were back in it.

      Stepping around her, he made his way to the bedroom and saw the huge bed taking up the majority of the space. Six adult men could lay in it without touching easily. The room was done in shades of greens, browns, and blues. The rugs were thick and plush. It held a vibe of danger, of wildness.

      “Ouch!”

      Najja’s voice jerked his head around and he hurried back into the antechamber to see her shaking her hand, a scowl upon her face.

      He hurried to her side and grabbed her wrist to inspect her hand. Blood welled up along a cut along her palm.

      “What did you do, luv?” he asked reaching for his handkerchief and pressing it to the wound.

      She tugged on her hand but he refused to release her.

      “Najja. What did you do?”

      “Cut myself,” she stated with bluntness.

      He smiled at her candor. “I see that. How did you cut yourself?” Lifting the white linen he grunted and pressed the material back down.

      “Hitting something sharp.”

      His gaze snapped to hers and he saw her anger at her action in the depths of her eyes. She tried again to retrieve her hand and again, he refused.

      “You enjoyed my touch enough last night, luv. Why are you pulling away now?” He moved his thumb along the back of her hand, reveling in the softness of her skin beneath his once again.

      She ground her jaw and jerked her hand free. Before he could react, she’d wrapped the cloth around her hand and tied it off. “I have things to do, Mr.-- Colin.”

      Pleased she’d used his Christian name he nodded. “Let me help.”

      Their eyes met and he could see her deciding. When she dipped her head, he released a breath he’d been holding.

      “Do you have a fear of small spaces?”

      What an odd question. “No.”

      “Scared of the dark?”

      He narrowed his gaze. Did she take him for a little boy still needing a woman’s tit? “No.”

      Her smile banished all other thoughts aside from how gorgeous she looked with an honest to goodness smile on her face. She winked and pushed him back toward the wall. Then darkness shrouded him. He couldn’t see anything, hell if not for the warmth of her hand on his chest, he would never know she was there with him.

      “What the hell?”

      “Secret passage. I have found a few in this place. Trying to find out where they all lead and connect.”

      He captured her hand and intertwined their fingers, pleased when she allowed the contact to remain.

      “Are you here to kill someone?” he asked as she led the way through the inky blackness. The air stale and musty made him want to sneeze.

      “Only if it is necessary to keep the family safe.” The answer was detached and almost resigned.

      “So, Wilkes spoke the truth about you?”

      “What did he say?”

      She stopped. A pop and a sliver of light permeated the dark. She peered through and he leaned over her head to do the same. Another antechamber like before, this one however sat fully furnished.

      “That people died around you. You were an assassin.”

      He glanced down at her in the faint light to find her still peering through the opening. She closed it, took his hand, and began to move again.

      “I am many things.”

      Colin stopped and pulled her back to him, trapping her between his body and the cold stone wall. He lowered his face to hers, led by instinct. His palms pressed hard into the stone, he wedged a leg between hers, rubbing it tight against her core. Where he wished to be buried so much it ached. He ached.

      “Stop with the cryptic talk. I want a simple yes or no.”

      Her hips rolled her along his thigh and he bit back a growl of pure pleasure. It was almost too much. The rich smell of her skin chased away the dankness which had surrounded him before. He knew how she tasted and Lord help him all he wanted to do was lift her skirts and…

      “No. Lord Adrys asked for me to come along and protect his daughter.” Her breath hitched a bit when he pressed closer. “So Father sent me.”

      Father. That was the second time she’d said it like that. He nuzzled behind her ear feeling empowered by the rush her scent gave him. “Why were you in Egypt and what did you do to get Fineas?”

      Her head tilted to the side, an unconscious move he was sure, and gave him better access. His tongue swiped along the shell of her ear and she shuddered.

      “A sheik gave him to me.”

      He knew the Egyptians prized their horses more than their women, so what had she done in order to be given one? One hand moved to settle upon her waist, his fingers curling around the soft material of her dress.

      “What did you do to earn that distinction?”

      “I killed a rival of his.”

      He should be disgusted. He should be a lot of things but all he was could be summed up in a single word. Aroused.

      “Do you always kill when you go places?”

      “Only if Father has instructed me to. Or the situation calls for it.”

      His mind raced with all of what Wilkes had told him about this vixen in his arms. An houri he’d called her only to shake his head and say that wasn’t right, for she had been rumored to use sex to obtain her goals at times. The thought of another’s touch on her made him furious.

      Najja was his.

      And for the moment they were in a darkened secret passage. Why was he thinking of her past when he should be focused on the woman before him? The here and now.

      “Kiss me, luv,” he uttered sliding his lips along hers.

      “I have things to do, Colin.” Her words were more than a bit breathless.

      “You sure do. Kiss me.” Another light pass of his lips.

      “If I do, can we continue through the passage?”

      “Anything, luv. Just kiss me.”

      She did and his world shifted. Roughly. Najja didn’t give him an innocent’s kiss. No, she sank her hands into his hair, held him still and damn near ravished his mouth. Her tongue thrust deep, sliding along his, infusing their tastes together. She moaned with desire as she rode his leg. Instantly he was harder than the rock surrounding them. Before he could wrest control from her, she ended it and pushed him back.

      “Come on,” she said.

      His heart thudded and when her hand found his in the dark he jerked her back to him. The beast within him had been teased and unleashed. He wanted more. Needed more. Needed her.

      Colin slammed his mouth over hers in a fierce, passionate kiss. She remained stiff beneath him for all of a second. Then her passion exploded up to meet and tangle with his.

      Bloody hell.
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      She was drowning. Willingly drowning in his embrace and his kiss. His arms banded about her like the iron she’d once worn but unlike then, his unyielding grip only heated her more. She wished there was time to allow him to sink between her thighs and show her what pleasure truly was about.

      Do not fail me child.

      Father’s voice in her head shoved the desire back under a rock where it lived. She knew Colin could tell something had changed for he slowly released her, not totally but the kiss ended and his grip loosened.

      “Najja? Talk to me, luv. What happened?”

      He didn’t back away, his arms still kept her banded to his solid chest. The fingers on her back swirled in small circles. Oh, it would be heaven to give in. Just once…

      “Nothing,” she lied. “We need to keep going. I have to finish checking the passageways and find out which to seal up.”

      He captured her hand and followed. “I know you are lying, Najja. Something happened and I want to know what. But that can be dealt with later. Why are you trusting me with news about this house?”

      “Lord Adrys told me he mentioned to you what happened. And to trust you.”

      “You would not tell me about this had he not told you that.” It was a statement.

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “It is not my habit, Colin, to say things to people I barely know.”

      His hand tightened on her. “But kissing is?”

      “Sex is often a way to gain information. Naught but a tool.”

      She knew he would assume she’d done just that and hardened her heart against the stab of pain it caused her. Why did it matter if he thought her no better than a whore?

      “Is that so?” he rumbled in her ear.

      Ignoring the quivers of delight his breath along her skin created within her, she focused on the hand along the wall, searching for any sort of depression or crack. Logically she knew she should be checking the other side as well but she could do that later for having his hand secured around her own…was rather nice.

      “You are a man, Colin. Do you expect me to believe you have never used sex to get what you wanted?”

      “Perhaps,” he allowed, his words low in timbre yet they resonated powerfully through her. “What I want though is sex. With you.”

      She tripped only to have him save her from planting her face upon the floor. “Wait,” she muttered, backing up to check where she tripped. Something raised resided there. She couldn’t make it out in the dark. “Do you have a match?”

      He dropped her hand and moments later a small flame speared the darkness. She stepped back and drew him down with her toward the floor. The stone was higher than the others.

      “Shite!” Colin swore seconds before darkness shrouded them again.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes. Need another one lit?”

      “No. I can come back and check it out later with a torch. We should keep going. I do not want Jo to come looking for me.”

      Their hands locked together then continued along, silence expect for breathing and steps. No more conversation passed up to the time she found the other side of the passageway. They’d sloped down and honestly Najja had no clue where they would end up.

      “Do you know how to open this?” he asked in a whisper.

      “No. Nor do I know where it will come out so be prepared for anything.”

      They each took a side and not much later his soft tone reached her. “I think I found it.”

      Najja approached him and felt along his arms to where his hands rested. However, in order to do so she had to duck under one and place herself between him and the door. His hardness rubbed enticingly against her backside. His hard length obvious as he pressed close.

      “I like having you here, luv.”

      Biting her lip, she ignored her heart palpations. “Focus, Colin,” she snapped only partially annoyed for she enjoyed it as well.

      “Trust me, luv. I am focused.”

      She sought his fingertips and located the small depression. “Not the time.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She gulped. “Yes. When you press it, do your best to keep it from swinging wide. I will do the same from the other side.”

      He waited until she moved away. “Ready?”

      “Yes.”

      The door swung toward her and she pressed a hand on it, only allowing it to open a sliver.

      “What do you see?” Colin asked.

      There wasn’t much to see. “Looks like a cellar.” His presence materialized behind her. The door opened further. “Be careful.”

      “I was just going to give you the same advice, luv,” he said, his hand smoothing across her butt with disturbing familiarity.

      They stepped through and the door closed without a sound behind him. There was barely any light but some was better than none. In the dimness she could make out the large physique of Colin beside her. What little light there was glinted off the earring he wore making him appear even more pirate-like.

      She really needed to concentrate on the task at hand.

      Something was in the air that struck her as familiar. “Do you smell that?”

      “No, what is it?”

      “I am not sure. I know it but I cannot recall from where.”

      They made their way slowly toward the light. Her body thrummed from merely being with this man and to have him at her side during a time like this…well, it made things go off the chart. The closer they got the more her instincts kicked up. They were not alone and she let him know that.

      Silently they moved forward, all her senses attuned to what lay ahead. She could feel him near but she stayed focused, her fingers of her left hand curled about the stiff handle of the item which made up her belt. Male voices could be heard and in her blood pounded the rush she got in situations like these. Colin’s fingers dug into her right arm and she knew he wanted to protect her and yet she would bet anything he was recalling what Wilkes had told him.

      She stopped and drew him down so she could murmur directly into his ear. “We should wait or go back.”

      “Why?”

      “That smell is opium.”

      “Opium?”

      “They will be out of it soon.”

      “What about getting back for Jo?”

      “If I do not find out who these men are they could kill her.”

      “So we wait. Where?”

      She headed off to a far corner, using his hold on her to bring him along. There were a few large barrels that she figured could be good cover. He put her closest to the barrels then sat beside her. She unfurled her left hand, knowing she would have to move in order to use the whip.

      “Do we get to play while we wait?”

      “Play what?” she asked deliberately being obtuse.

      “Any game that allows touching.”

      “No,” she said struggling to contain her laughter. She actually liked this man.

      They sat in silence for a bit while the voices rose and fell. She didn’t struggle when his arm draped around her and tugged her closer to his solid wall of muscle.

      “Tell me about you, Colin.”

      Maybe if she kept him talking she wouldn’t continue to think about how good he felt against her. And maybe she would sprout wings and fly.

      “What is it you wish to know?”

      Everything. “Where did you get the earring?”

      His chest moved in time with his silent laughter. There was something extremely intimate crouching with a man in a darkened corner whispering back and forth.

      “When I was in the Royal Navy.”

      The declaration had thrown her for a moment. Most aristocracy children who served bought a commission in the Army, feeling the Navy to be beneath them. Despite all that, she could picture him on a ship. The wind whipping through his dark brown hair, a cocky come-and-get-me smile on his face. The gold glinting in the sun while the rest of the rays continued to keep his skin a lovely and distractingly beautiful tan.

      And yet, somehow…

      “They allowed you, as an officer, to have one?”

      His fingers stroked her upper arm shooting spikes of heat through her even with the material of her dress between them.

      “How did you know I was an officer?”

      “You are the son of an earl.” I cannot envision you as anything but.

      He tensed. “So I am. They hated it but I refused to remove it. I had a bit of a hot head. Which is why I never made it higher than a commander. That and I put the lives of the men serving with me above some other things which would have ensured my promotion to Captain.”

      Those words endeared him to her even more. A bit of news which more than rattled her. Surely she of all people couldn’t be falling for the son of a titled English peer. The facts were all laid out before her. She wasn’t falling for him for she already had fallen for Commander Colin Faulkner.

      “So after you left the Navy you came here instead of London?”

      He nuzzled her neck and she shivered. “I had enough of being a war hero. After the last battle, Trafalgar, I found I craved the peace the country brings. My tenants are good people, hard workers who want nothing more than to make a good life for their families. They do not bother me with endless prattle like I got in London.”

      She could hear his dislike for London with each word he uttered. His other hand trailed down her arm and began touching her hand. Almost like he was memorizing the shape and feel of it. His fingers stroked her knuckles then dipped between each finger and back again. Over and over while his breath continued to fan along her neck and shoulder. The cold floor she sat upon, not important. The chill in the air didn’t matter. All that did was his touch.

      “I have not spoken to my family since I left the service. They live their lives and I live mine.”

      “Sounds like your life is perfect.”

      Back and forth between her middle and third finger he rubbed. “I used to think so.”

      Her stomach fluttered at the simple yet erotic touch. She had no idea of what to say. However, she knew what she longed to do. To him. With him. For him. It didn’t matter. Closing her eyes she gulped some stale air, which seemed to hum with sexual tension, and prayed for the strength to get through this.

      His tongue snaked out and tracked the outer shell of her ear. She jumped. There was no way around it. He made her feel things she couldn’t understand.

      “Najja,” he said on a deep throated purr.

      “I…I…hear nothing.” Well, if one didn’t count the thunderous pounding of her heart.

      “And?” He nipped the lobe, tugging lightly on the silver which hung there.

      Forcing steel into her limbs she got up. “So we can leave.”

      He rose beside her and backed her into the corner. “You can only run for so long, luv.”

      Oh, she could run for a very long time. No point in giving him a head’s up on that though. “Come on, we should go.”

      They walked in silence up toward where the voices had streamed from. All the while she mulled over what he had told her and what his friend Wilkes had said. Colin was having problems with hijackers. She offered to help him. It is his decision to take me up on it.

      The room splintered with light from the outside and she saw three bodies lying there, unconscious. Pausing, she scanned for any sign there were some awake. Seeing nothing, they progressed further into the room and she moved to one man while Colin headed to another.

      “Do you know them?” she asked, committing the man to memory.

      He crouched beside her. “No.” Colin moved and she turned her head to track him toward the final slumped man. “None of them.”

      She made certain to catalog the stats of the other two men before she headed for the door. Instinct told her to kill them but she doubted Colin would approve. But at least she could take their descriptions back to Lord Adrys and see if he recognized them. If he did, she could easily slip back through the passageway and eliminate them. From the looks of things, these men used this place often.

      With a groan, she headed back to the other room, and made sure there were no distinct footprints in the dirt covered floor. Colin waited for her by the door, keeping an eye on the men.

      Outside she breathed the fresh air with gratitude. She saw their horses but even they didn’t ring familiar to her from the night of the attack. Shite. She hated to be at a disadvantage. Head up, she stared at the tall thick trees around and back to the run down cottage.

      “It looks like a crofters hut,” Colin said.

      “Any idea how far from the main house?”

      “None. Sorry.”

      Swallowing her disappointment, she headed back to the entrance. “Come on.”

      “Why back inside?”

      “I have to get back to the house and fast. I know this route.” She stopped by a man and grabbed part of his dirty shirt before winding it around a stick she’d grabbed outside.

      They searched and found a way to open the passageway. Once inside, Colin lit the cloth and the flame illuminated the area. She took the lead and set off at a good pace. At the place they entered she felt for a release catch and then rolled the torch on the dirty floor, submerging them into coal-black darkness one more time.

      Activating the catch, she peered through the crack and found the antechamber blissfully empty. They snuck through and the section closed silently behind Colin. She glanced at him and gave him a slight smile.

      His hand shot out and only curved around her wrist since she tamped down her instinctive reaction to move. She allowed him to tug her in closer until his green eyes stared down at her, smoky with desire and something else.

      “Do not go back down there to deal with them by yourself, Najja.”

      The words were said in a low tone, one covered in the iron will of a man who didn’t expect to be disobeyed. It was almost cute. But she didn’t take orders from anyone other than Father.

      She stared back at him, silent. His gaze narrowed and he gripped her chin in two fingers.

      “I mean it.”

      Jo’s voice calling her name could be heard along with feet pounding on the stairs. She had to get him to let go.

      “Promise me.”

      She couldn’t lie to him. “I cannot.”

      “Damn it, Najja.” She could feel his frustration.

      “It is my job to protect them.”

      His jaw tightened and his nose flared. “I thought it was to protect Jo.”

      “Her family means the world to her. If they die, part of her will and I will do everything in my power to keep that from happening.” His eyes darkened and swirled. “In here, Jo,” she hollered before stepping out of Colin’s intoxicating touch.

      

      Colin could think of nothing he’d like to do more than slam the door and lock it, keeping Jo out and him alone in here with Najja. What was wrong with him that he couldn’t get her out of his mind? Awake or asleep it didn’t matter, his thoughts stayed on Najja.

      He took another step back ensuring there was proper distance between him and Najja when Jo barreled into the room. As she and Najja spoke to one another he allowed his gaze to linger over the woman he didn’t know how to handle.

      He had never met a woman like her. She didn’t run from danger, she sought it out. Her own life not as important as Jo’s. She had this air about her he’d only seen from men he’d been allowed the honor of serving with. And at the same time she kept herself barricaded behind this veil of collectiveness. He’d seen a few glimpses of her true self but they were fleeting. Like she’d forgotten how not to be a shadow.

      He wished for nothing more than to strip it from her. Along with her clothes and indulge in the fiery nymph he knew she was, the one she kept locked behind her carefully crafted mask.

      “Go get it cleaned out,” Jo said.

      He snapped to attention. Jo pushed Najja to the door. Drat. He’d totally forgotten about her hand.

      “You have to come with, Jo. It is not proper for--”

      “Stuff it, Najja,” she interrupted before launching into a torrent of words he didn’t understand.

      He watched Najja blow an exaggerated breath and leave. Lord he wanted her in his bed. Maybe then his ache for her would be fed and lessened.

      Jo pinned her gaze upon him. The eyes, normally full of vigor and happiness were shrewd and dare he say it, dangerous.

      “I like you, Mr. Faulkner.”

      “Colin,” he said, well aware of needing her in his corner.

      She waved one hand. “Fine, Colin. I like you, but I love her like my sister.” She shook her head, hands fisted and rested on her hips. “She is my sister. If you hurt her—”

      “I have no intention of hurting her.” He realized that was true. Many things came to mind when he thought about Najja, hurting her not one of them.

      “Keep it that way. I know she seems tough, but…just do not hurt her.”

      Jo preceded him from the room. “Jo?”

      She paused and glanced over her shoulder at him. Her blue riding habit brought out the intensity of her eyes. “Yes?” Eyes which seemed still a bit leery.

      “What…does she enjoy?”

      The smile which she gave him made him realize she truly had the potential to take the ton by storm.

      “Najja loves riding, falconry, and the outdoors.”

      Falconry? He asked the question aloud.

      “Yes. Falconry. She brought Indrani with her. Or the falcon followed her. One never knows with those two.”

      He flashed to the day he believed he saw a bird on her horse’s saddle. Guess I did see it.

      “Indrani?”

      “A beautiful Gyrfalcon. Female.” A thoughtful expression crossed her elegant features. “You give your word there is no intent to harm her?”

      Gyrfalcon? He had heard of them, seen a male once. Blinking, he focused on Jo. “You have my word.”

      “Okay.” The vacillation vanished leaving him faced with the sparkling young woman. She practically skipped down the stairs. He followed at a more leisurely pace. Jo had iron beneath her delicate appearance. And apparently it showed when it came to Najja.

      He had no further opportunity that afternoon to be alone with Najja. After dinner he retired to his study and focused on his work. Abel poured him some whisky then left him alone. His eyes burned with exhaustion when he finally finished. The whisky sat untouched at his left and he ignored it. On his way to bed he paused and detoured to Najja’s room, drawn there by an invisible thread.

      In the dark he hesitated, hand on the handle. If he closed his eyes he could feel her curves against him, taste her…

      He cursed and strode to his room. Berry waited and was dismissed with a wave of one hand. He sank in a chair only to rise and pace seconds later. His body strung tight seemed ready to explode.

      “I need to get a woman.”

      Even as the words slid from his mouth, he knew not just any would do. Only one would. And he needed her directly.

      With a growl of disgust at himself and his lack of control, he headed for the door. There was no footman and no butler which was fine. He wasn’t a man who normally left at this time of night and they deserved to be asleep in their beds, not waiting on him because he had a fire in his blood he couldn’t quench. Shoving into his coat, he ran to the stable and headed for Salvage’s stall. Once his gelding had been bridled he swung up on his horse’s bare back and rode out as if Lucifer himself nipped at his heels.

      Sliding off at The Brown Goose, he strode through the door, Salvage released into the care of a sleepy lad. He scanned the raucous crowd before striding to the back corner.

      “Are you not usually sleeping now, Faulkner?” Wilkes questioned taking a draught of his ale. He growled and waved for his own drink. When he grabbed the entire bottle from the woman, Wilkes laughed. “She got to you,” he stated once they were again alone.

      There was no point in denying that truth. “It is making me crazy, Wilkes.”

      The man eyed him from beneath bushy brows. “I can tell.” Another drink. “What are you going to do about it?”

      He had no clue. And from the smug indication on his face, Wilkes knew that very thing. Colin rubbed a hand over his eyes, his sleep had been lacking, most nights dreams of Najja wakened him with a stiff rod and the need to bring himself to release.

      There was no talking for a short time.

      “I heard the earl is sick.”

      Colin shrugged. “I see.”

      “Figured that would be your response.”

      “There is no love between us.”

      Silence hung between them until Wilkes cleared his throat. “It is time for another shipment to head to the coast. Do you have a plan?”

      No. Damn it all. He had nothing figured out. “I will ride it. My men are scared and rightfully so. The last one left the riders dead. Sliced them with sabers like bloody savages.”

      “Take Najja.”

      His gaze flew to meet the remarkably sincere one Wilkes sported. “What?”

      “The journey is three days. Think about it.”

      His shaft swelled, well aware of what three days with Najja meant. Two nights alone with her. He shook his head. “I will not risk a woman.”

      Of all the responses he expected, laughter was at the bottom of the list.

      “She is unlike any woman you know, Faulkner.”

      That phrase bespoke more than a passing cognition. It bordered upon an intimate acquaintance. Flames of jealousy and rage erupted within him. He longed to reach across the table and beat Wilkes until he lay in a bloody pulp.

      “Explain,” he commanded, voice rough with the tenuous control on his fury.

      Wilkes by all appearances saw the danger lingering within him. “I watched her.”

      He growled low in his throat at the mental image of Wilkes enjoying Najja in her natural state.

      “Not like that, Faulkner, although she did not wear very much. It was with a pasha in…well that is not important. Isra…he was not the most pleasant of individuals. Anyway Najja was his entertainment.”

      Mindless bloodlust roared over him, tingeing the world red. He fought to calm down and it wasn’t a simple task.

      “She was pitted against others,” Wilkes paused briefly, “for sport.”

      Every nerve stretched taut, he forced himself to stay seated. “And?” The word more of a rasp than anything.

      “I have never seen anyone, anyone, fight like that. She uses forms of combat I have never seen. She is unique, Colin.” Damn if Wilkes didn’t sound reverent.

      “And you think she can help?” He was a bit thrown by the use of his first name. It had been years since it had passed those lips.

      “Yes. One who would think you were moving your goods with a woman along and if they were foolish enough to attack,” he met his gaze square, “they would lose.”

      He mulled over that for a moment. It could solve two issues. His unquenchable urge to have her and to stop from losing any more shipments. Somehow he doubted it would be that simple though.

      “Go home, Faulkner.”

      Exhaustion rained upon him full force. He gave a nod and tossed money enough to cover the drinks and left for home. Upon entering his stable, he shuddered from the cold while his horse was turned over to Tim.

      At the last moment he made his way back to where Fineas was stabled and peered in half expecting him to be gone. The stallion was there, his snort full of arrogant fire. And yet intermingled in the scent of horse and hay, Colin swore lingered spiced roses and vanilla.

      He expelled a groan. I obviously need rest. Why would she be out here on this bitterly cold night? Fineas snorted again, his hooves shuffling the straw. One final glance into the black stall he struggled to see anything.

      With a mental chiding, Colin headed for his house and the warmth of his bed. So intent on his trek he never noticed the slender figure garbed in solid black at one with the night moving toward the back of his large house.

      Colin had to force himself to pass by the room Najja had used since her arrival. All he could think of was how it would be once they were together.

      Lord, what is the matter with me?

      He fell across his bed and that was all he remembered. At least until he dragged his heavy lids open to see Berry moving around, setting out his attire for the day.

      Colin pushed up and found he only wore trousers and his shirt.

      “Good morning sir,” Berry said without preamble.

      “How…did you?”

      “Of course, sir. You have a bath waiting.”

      That sounded divine. He groaned in pleasure as the hot water soothed him, banishing any remaining chill.

      “When you are ready sir, Lord Adrys, would like to speak with you before you take the ladies for a ride.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. He’d even forgotten about the ride. “Very well.”

      Forty minutes later, he strolled into the library and found Lord Adrys leafing through a book.

      “What can I do for you, Adrys?”

      “Morning, Colin. Nothing, nothing. I just wished to expound upon my gratitude for what you have done for my family. We shall be leaving in two days. I insist on having you over for a meal once we are settled.”

      Two days? Bile rose within him. He was nowhere near ready to let Najja go in two days.

      “That would be wonderful. Now, I believe I have two ladies waiting for me. If you will excuse me.”

      “Yes, Jo mentioned that yesterday.”

      The men headed toward the door. His pulse accelerated at the sound of Najja’s accented voice.

      “I just feel horrid, Najja. I so wanted to go.”

      He narrowed his eyes slightly. Were they cancelling? “Ladies, are we ready?”

      “Good morning, Mr. Faulkner,” Jo said and was echoed by Najja. “I was just telling Najja I feel a slight headache and believe it best I stay in out of the cold.”

      “Are you okay, Jo?” her father asked, stepping close to his only child.

      “Nothing some rest cannot cure, Papa. But tell Najja she should still go.” Blue eyes left her father to settle upon him. “Assuming Mr. Faulkner has no problem showing Najja around.”

      A problem? Not in the slightest.

      “I would be honored to escort, Miss Najja.” Right to my bed where I would keep her for a long time.

      “I should stay with Jo,” Najja protested.

      Lord Adrys frowned until Jo made another plea for Najja to go. “My daughter is right, Najja. I will stay with her, we can play chess and she will relax. You deserve a day.”

      Colin wanted to grin like a fool. He watched Najja and Adrys stare at one another, some message passing between the two.

      “Very well,” Najja said. “I am fine on my own if you have things to attend, Mr. Faulkner.”

      I don’t think so, luv. “Not at all. I had this already planned. Shall we then? The horses await.”

      “Yes.”

      Lord Adrys and Najja conversed briefly in a different language while he cast a quick peek at Jo. She winked and shot him an impish grin.

      He really liked her. She was as sick as much as he was Prinny, but she’d given up the ride so he could be alone with Najja.

      “Do something for me, Najja,” Jo said in a voice low enough it didn’t reach her father who had headed for the library.

      “What?”

      “Have fun.”

      Whatever answer Najja gave he didn’t understand. What he did understand was his body’s knee-jerk reaction to her sultry tone. It tugged and drew on his nerves like sipping on smooth whisky. Heightening his constant state of arousal.

      Side by side they moved outside and down the steps to where three groomsmen held their mounts.

      “Miss Adrys will not be joining us today,” he said, pausing by his gelding and vaulting into the saddle. He watched Najja hesitate slightly before using the mounting block. Once she’d adjusted her skirt, they headed off.

      When it was just the two of them and he knew those left behind couldn’t overhear he asked, “You okay, luv?”

      “Fine. Where are we going?”

      He grinned. “It is a surprise.” She arched a brow. “Trust me, luv.”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      Hell no. “Say my name.” He maneuvered closer to her. Her horse snapped at his, eliciting a laugh from her. “Your horse is a menace.”

      “No, he merely does not like postulating males.”

      He grinned. “Say my name.”

      “Where are we going?” she countered.

      “Ahead.”

      Najja tilted her head to look at him. “You beat me and I will. You lose, you give me something.”

      Fire raced along his skin. “Anything luv. And I do mean anything.”

      Her gaze scalded him then she was gone. He knew as he watched her stallion running out ahead of him he’d never catch her. Salvage gave chase, but honestly he didn’t care. He couldn’t wait to see what she asked for. ’Cause if it were him…he knew exactly what he’d be asking for.
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      Najja actually felt like laughing. The cold sting of the wind whipping along her face as Fineas thundered along wiped away her tension. Her bonnet fell back, the ties the only reason it was still with her. While she wished to ride astride versus sidesaddle she would make do. Peering over her shoulder she grinned at the sight of her pursuer.

      He would be nice to ride. The thought hit her out of nowhere and she lost her balance a bit. Thankfully Fineas felt it and adjusted. Eyes forward she urged her horse to greater speed and he complied. After a bit, she reined him in and held him to a slower pace until Colin on his lathered gelding reached her side.

      The chill gave his skin a ruddy hue and his green eyes sparked with devilish energy. Side by side they slowed their mounts until they walked along the trail, steps muffled by the carpet of fallen pine needles. Their mounts’ breathing sent puffs of steam into the air along with that which rolled off their hides.

      “This is all yours?” she asked.

      “Yes. What do you think?”

      “It is beautiful.” Her lips curled up.

      “What are you thinking, luv?”

      He refused to listen to her request to cease calling her that. And she was beginning to like hearing it. “I was thinking how nice it must be to have this majesty surrounding you without the threats some places bring.”

      They came upon a stream and she dismounted to let Fineas drink. Colin stood near with Salvage on his other side.

      “Like in Africa?”

      She tipped her head in acknowledgement. Her searching gaze caught sight of another who made her smile. She watched in silence as the large falcon settled with timeless grace upon the leather of Fineas’ saddle.

      “Wow.”

      Colin’s singular word expressed it all. She understood for Indrani was a spectacular sight to behold. Dropping the reins, she moved to the bird and held out her arm. Instantly, the falcon stepped onto her outstretched appendage and made a familiar sound when she stroked the feathered chest.

      Turning to Colin, she said, “This is Indrani, my gyrfalcon.”

      “She is truly beautiful.” He furrowed his brows. “Should you hold her without thick leather on?”

      Eyes back on the silvered plumage she sighed with content. “I wear leather bracers on my wrists beneath my sleeves. Besides, she would never intentionally cause me harm.” Indrani rotated her head while she stared at Colin, her feet shifted slightly. “She likes you.”

      He gave a noncommittal sound which dragged her attention from the dark silver feathers to Colin’s glinting gaze. Correction, feverish. Her heart put her through that tug and lurch which had became all too familiar during the course of her acquaintance with him.

      “Can I hold her?”

      He asked something no other had done since she’d received Indrani. It lingered on the tip of her tongue to flat out refuse but deep down she realized she wished to please him.

      “I am not sure…” she said. “ You have no protection and I do not want her tearing into your skin.”

      Colin released Salvage’s reins and stepped closer. Indrani puffed briefly only to settle back down.

      “She will not injure me.” His words seeped in confidence much like the man himself.

      “How can you know this?”

      “She likes me.” He flashed a grin, rakish and bone-melting.

      Najja fought the urge to laugh at his exuberance. “Confidence will not protect your skin.”

      He moved to his horse and rooted through a saddlebag before he came up with a square of leather. “Will this do?”

      “It will help.” She knew it would do little to stop the razor sharp talons should Indrani clutch hard.

      Colin wrapped it around his arm and tied it off with a strip of rawhide. Then he repositioned himself near again.

      She sighed heavily. “Hold your arm out. No sudden moves, she does not wear jesses so it may not work.”

      “Got it.”

      His eyes brightened with eagerness, cloaking him with an almost boyish innocence. She would have liked to have known him as a boy. Licking her lips, she closed the rest of the distance between them. A slight series of chirps came but the falcon seemed remarkably calm. Amazing really since she’d been free for seven years now.

      Arm to arm she halted and watched as Indrani stepped with ease from her to Colin. The falcon turned and after a brief flap of her wings settled, her talons barely curving into the leather.

      Colin couldn’t keep his eyes off the bird he held. Najja watched the myriad of emotions race through his gaze while he continued to stare at Indrani.

      “Her name,” he whispered. “What does it mean?”

      “Goddess of the sky.”

      He reached out and stroked the feathered chest. “An apt name for sure. It fits her.”

      They stood in silence while he pet the bird. Indrani cocked her head and immediately powerful wings beat the air.

      “What is going on?”

      Alert she uttered, “Lower your arm and launch her up.” All instincts screamed and she wanted to know why. Colin did, albeit a bit awkwardly, but Indrani made up for his lack of ability. The falcon took to the air with grace and power. The cry which filtered down filled Najja with concern. It was Indrani’s alarm cry.

      “Something approaches.” She didn’t know if it was human or animal.

      Colin didn’t ask. “Follow me.”

      He led them up the stream until they were safely ensconced by the trees. The leather had been removed and as they halted near one another she was all too aware of his overwhelming presence. Two men on horses came into view and she checked Colin to see if he recognized them. It didn’t appear so. Neither did she but she did recognize one of the horses. The man who had shot Lord Adrys had been on that horse. Despite the dark she knew the chance of two horses having that same white triangle on its left shoulder was slim. She calmed her horse with a touch.

      “Do you know them?” she asked even though she was pretty sure he didn’t.

      “No. Do you?”

      “At least one shot Lord Adrys.”

      “I thought you said they wore masks.”

      “I recognize the horse.”

      He sighed. “We have to be careful. All I have is a knife.”

      Her heart pounded at the thought of hunting with the man beside her. “You are not telling me it is too dangerous?”

      His hand captured her chin and brought her face around to meet his. “From what I am learning about you, Najja that would be naught but a waste of breath.” He leaned closer and covered her lips with his. The kiss was short, heated, and left her breathless. When he drew back his eyes were stormy and dangerous. “Call me Colin,” he murmured.

      She could not refuse. “Colin.”

      “Good girl.” His touch dropped away leaving her bereft. “We should go.” With that he struck out after the two riders. She followed.

      Thankfully, Fineas responded to the touch of her heel to his side for her hands shook. Even after she brought herself back under control she allowed him to retain the lead. All the while she berated herself for allowing this male to mean anything to her.

      But he had and it killed her a little more each second she spent with him. As she rode behind him, watching the natural seat he had, it dawned on her. Sometime over the past numerous days she’d fallen in love with Colin Faulkner.

      Shite.

      Colin stopped and waited for her. Eyes that saw too much gazed upon her. Looking past him she saw another small hut, similar to the one they’d been in on Lord Adrys’ land.

      “Do you still own this?” she asked with a wide gesture that encompassed the hut.

      “Yes.”

      She frowned. This place was in a total other direction from Hayworth Adrys’ property.

      “There has to be another involved,” she commented offhandedly, more to herself than anything.

      “Why?”

      She blinked. “Look at them. Old clothes, scruffy appearance. Hiding way out here.” She shook her head. “They are doing the dirty work.”

      She wheeled Fineas around. Colin stared at her, an unknown expression on his face. With a slow blink she moved Fineas out.

      “That it?” he asked, his large profile in her peripheral.
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