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      Anton Kazakov loved one woman and thought to spend the rest of his life with her. Never would he have imagined that she would betray him, leave him for dead, and disappear completely.

      When all that she loved was lost, Natalie Pritchard returned to England to hide from her past and teach at The Wiggons’ School for Elegant Young Ladies. All has gone as planned, until one fateful night threatens the security she thought she’d found.

      Now, Anton has found his Natasha and ghosts from both of their pasts emerge. As the web of treachery, deceit and lies are unwoven, will they survive long enough to find the truth?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For dear, dear friends,

        Amy, Umiko, Lisa, Kathy and Lorelei

        ~Jane
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      Saint Petersburg, Russia, February 1801

      

      Anton Kazakov quietly let himself out of the house. Once on the street he glanced up to her window. He left Natasha to slumber, a small smile on her lips and their marriage well consummated. Dimitri, her brother, would kill him if he knew what they had done tonight but Anton could no longer deny his desire for her: the woman he loved, the woman he married in haste and in secret. With those thoughts in mind, he began his trek home to gather the last of his belongings. Then, he and Natasha would escape Sankt Peterburg and Russia.

      Time was of the essence, and he did not want her caught in the middle if anyone learned his secrets. The choice had not been an easy one, but he could not stand by and serve a Czar who aligned himself with a madman like Napoleon. If Czar Paul I kept making such unwise decisions, someone was bound to relieve him of his life. But that was not Anton’s concern. He had done his duty and needed to relay the latest information he learned of Paul’s expedition in India.

      Rumors had already been leaked to him that the Russian soldiers were closing in on the Ghost. It was time to disappear.

      His steps quickened down the street. An uncertain, uneasy feeling settled into the pit of his stomach. It had grown as the day grew long. Hair stood up on the back of his neck. Did the discomfort stem from his desire to always be with Natasha and his fear it may be denied to him? Or did it stem from the dangerous game he played? Perhaps he should just turn around and take Natasha from the country now. He could make do with the clothing on his back until they were safe.

      Decision made, Anton altered his route to make his way back to her house but was brought up short by four soldiers.

      He gulped and tried to remain calm. Maybe they were not after him. He turned again and hastened his steps.

      “Anton Kazakov, halt.”

      He broke into a run. Their feet pounded behind him.

      “You are under arrest for high treason, Ghost,” one of them called.

      Sweat broke out on his brow. Anton spotted the corner up ahead. He could lose them.

      A shot rang out. Pain tore through his back, and he stumbled. No, this was not happening. His steps faltered. He tried to run, but he could not make his legs work.

      The soldiers caught up to him when he fell to the ground. Anton rolled over and looked up at them. “Who?”

      A young soldier grinned. “Natasha Petrov and her brother, Dimitri.”

      The others laughed.

      “I hope you enjoyed her bed tonight, for that was the last pleasure you will ever know.”

      Pain pierced his heart at her betrayal. Worse than the shot in his back. But the soldier had to be lying. Neither Natasha nor Dimitri would ever betray him.

      His world went black.
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      Cornwall, England, April 1803

      

      The hair stood up on the back of Natalie Pritchard’s neck. Wind howled and rocked the carriage. She pulled the collar of her pelisse tight. A feeling of foreboding had stayed with her since she and her three students left Lord Hopkins’ estate and she wished it would go away.

      Miss Rosemary Fairview and Miss Eliza Weston sat across from her, snuggled against each other and sound asleep. Lady Sophia Trent, whose home had just served as the location for a short holiday, rested next to Natalie. The troublesome trio seemed to be without a care in the world and completely oblivious to the tension engulfing their teacher, though she had no real cause to be on edge.

      It was the travel. Ever since her escape from Russia, she was never comfortable venturing too far from the school, especially if the journey required them to be anywhere near the ocean. It was silly, of course, since one could hear waves crash against the Cornish coast and view the expanse of water from her bedchamber window at Wiggons’ School for Elegant Young Ladies.

      Natalie just wanted to arrive at the school without incident. They were already hours behind schedule, having been delayed this morning. And she hated to travel at night with the girls, but there was little choice. She certainly wasn’t going to stop at an inn. Not only did they travel without a man for protection, other than their driver, those three would attract too much attention and who knew what kind of mischief they would get up to in an inn.

      She held her small pocket watch up to the lantern inside the carriage. In less than an hour they would arrive home. She rubbed her thumb against the smooth surface and resisted the urge to tap her foot before letting out a sigh.

      “Halt!” The sound of a deep male voice rang out and the carriage slowed.

      Natalie startled and sat forward to peek out the window. It was so dark she couldn’t see a thing.

      “Stand and deliver.”

      This could not be happening. Her stomach clenched in panic. Was this why she was on edge? Had she sensed the danger?

      The girls stirred. Natalie held up a hand, hoping to keep them calm. “Please, be very, very quiet and do not make a fuss,” she whispered in a voice which bordered on a plea. She never knew when they would behave docile or foolish, and right now she prayed for docile.

      Eliza strained to look out toward the front of the carriage. Rosemary yanked her back. “What are you doing?” she demanded in a hushed tone.

      “What do you think?” Eliza countered. “I am trying to see if it is the Ghost.”

      Natalie’s heart seized at the mere mention of the rumored apparition, yet she couldn’t help but think of a different Ghost or a different time and place. While her Ghost, a Russian working as a spy for England, stole into diplomats’ houses for documents in Sankt Peterburg, this one stopped carriages in the English countryside and relieved gentlemen of their important papers.

      Besides taking documents, the two shared another trait. They both stole a kiss before disappearing into the night. The Ghost haunting the roads in England never harmed anyone, which caused the three girls in the carriage to romanticize him.

      Yet, why would the English Ghost stop this carriage? They weren’t carrying any important papers as Natalie was certain Eliza’s journal would not qualify.

      Natalie stiffened. What if it were a different highwayman, one who would demand jewels, funds, or worse? Her heartbeat increased with mounting fear. The fact she had three innocent young women in her care put her all the more on edge.

      Boots crunched against gravel as the man approached the carriage door. She slipped a hand into her pocket and grasped the small pistol she carried. None of the students knew she possessed such a weapon, and she hoped she did not need to use it, yet it brought her comfort all the same.

      The door swung open. The stranger grabbed the lantern and thrust it into the confines of the carriage. The occupants gasped. Sophia clung to Natalie’s arm while Rosemary cowered against the squabs. Eliza, ever the bravest of them all, leaned forward and tried to peer around the light. Natalie stared at the intruder to see if she could determine any visible features, but it was impossible. Not only did having the light being so close to her face almost blind her, a dark hat was pulled over the highwayman’s head and a scarf covered all but his eyes. He slowly moved the lantern around the carriage, starting with Rosemary, then Eliza and finally Sophia, as if studying the girls’ faces. When the light stopped before her, Natalie could have sworn she heard a small gasp from the man, but she couldn’t be certain. He held the light before her for several moments, much longer than his study of the three girls combined.

      She raised a hand up to block the heat of the flame when she could not take any more.  “Would you mind removing that from my eyes?”

      The man stepped back. “Come.”

      Natalie gaped at his outstretched arm before snapping her gaze back to his shielded face.  “I will not leave this carriage.”

      Without a word, the man placed the lantern back on the hook just inside the door, then reached in and grabbed Natalie’s wrist.

      Panic seized her throat, but she tried to remain calm for the sake of the girls. “Unhand me!” Her demand came out more of a croak than with the air of authority she was hoping for.

      He laughed and gently yanked her arm. He did not hurt her, but his strength was evident when he pulled her from the seat. She attempted to jerk her arm back, but he would not give. Natalie planted her feet against the floor and refused to budge. The click of a gun resonated through the silence.

      She wished she could see his eyes, or even a patch of skin for that matter. As far as she knew, the Ghost never hurt anyone. Then again, how could she be so certain this was the Ghost? Was she being foolish in not obeying him? If he were the Ghost, all he wanted was a kiss and would be on his way. A kiss was hardly consequential compared to the safety of the girls.

      Her hand tightened around the gun in her pocket, and she slipped her index finger around the trigger. The weight of the weapon offered comfort and calmed her nerves. Natalie rose from her seat and allowed the highwayman to assist her to the ground. She took a step away from the carriage, and he stuck his head back inside. She could not hear if he said anything, but he pointed to each one of her students. She could only see Eliza from this vantage point. The girl’s eyes grew large, and she shrank away from him.

      Natalie did not hear a single sound from the girls when the stranger gently grasped her elbow and led her into the darkness. She glanced back and noted a second man sat poised on a horse facing the driver, a pistol in his hand. She always suspected the Ghost didn’t work alone.

      Any wise person would take off the moment the assailant dismounted.

      Her pulse increased the farther they walked. He didn’t stop until they were under a copse of trees and any light from the slight sliver of the moon was obliterated by the lush foliage above.

      “Close your eyes.” The tone of his low command sounded somewhat familiar. If she could only see his face, or if he would speak a little louder, she might recognize him. As it was, she barely heard him.

      “I will not.” She had no idea where the nerve came from. This strange man had a gun, though she saw no evidence of it, but she refused to do his bidding. He just stood there, as if waiting for her to do as ordered.

      Since they were at a standstill and she had no desire to be out in the dampness all night, Natalie turned on her heel, ready to march away. She managed one step before he grabbed her elbow and whipped her around. She gasped at the sudden jerk that pulled her arm up and hand out of her pocket. Her finger involuntarily pulled the trigger.

      She stifled a scream and looked to see if the man was injured. His right hand covered his upper arm, but it was too dark to see if there was any blood. She forced herself to breathe past the constriction in her throat and slowly backed away. What would he do now? Her gun carried only one shot, so she had nothing else with which to defend herself, or the girls.

      The highwayman stood there, not moving nor raising his weapon against her. Maybe he was too stunned.

      Natalie continued to walk backward, her heart beating an erratic rhythm. When she was halfway between the highwayman and the carriage she turned and sprinted toward the girls.  With each step she expected to hear a gunshot and feel the burning sensation of a ball in her back, but it never came. The man on horseback raced past her toward her assailant with another steed in tow. Natalie lifted her skirt and ran, thankful the rider was more concerned with the Ghost than punishing them.

      The girls were in the doorway, their faces pale. They backed away and Natalie launched herself inside, closed the door, and banged on the roof to alert the driver. In the breadth of a moment the horses were racing to take them away from this area.
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      Anton Kazakov grinned into the darkness and watched the carriage pull away. He still could not believe she shot him. Though his arm throbbed from the initial impact, he expected the injury was nothing serious. He should be insulted, but Natasha could not have known it was him. Heaven knew, she had never objected to his kisses before. However, how could he be sure any of their past was true? Perhaps he should be glad for the disguise, because had she known it was him, she may have aimed for his heart.

      “Did I hear gunshot?” Vanko Michalovic asked as he reached Anton, ever the loyal companion. Vanko had spent nearly a year in a Russian prison cell with him. When the opportunity for escape came, Anton took his friend and brought him to England. The man was younger, but they bonded, nearly as close as brothers in that hellhole.

      He grimaced. “You did, my friend.”

      “This is dangerous. Is it worth being killed over?”

      Anton laughed. “I will no longer be stopping carriages.”

      Vanko sighed, probably with relief and dismounted. “I’m glad to hear. I’m sure you will come up with plan.”

      Anton grabbed the reins and mounted his horse. He clenched his jaw against the pain that shot through his arm. “No need.”

      “You found her?” the other man asked with astonishment.

      “Tonight,” he answered with a grin. “She shot me.”

      Vanko’s laughter followed him as Anton turned his horse back toward the road and set off after the carriage. He couldn’t believe he’d finally found Natasha and he’d almost given himself away when her grey eyes had met his.

      He shifted in his seat and adjusted the reins. His left hand grew numb, and he glanced down at his arm, now drenched in blood. Had Natasha done more harm than he initially suspected? One would think he would be able to tell if he were seriously injured. Then again, perhaps not. How many times had he been convinced he was about to take his last breath while in prison only to live another day? Had the torture he endured numbed him to the pain of a life-threatening injury? He didn’t think it was possible. Still, he would check his arm once he returned to his new home. But first, he would follow Natasha. He needed to know where she lived and determine if Dimitri Petrov, her brother, was with her. He couldn’t imagine Dimitri would be far, but he never expected it to take almost a year to find her either.

      Did she and her brother still spy for the government? If so, why was she hiding here when she could have a comfortable life in Sankt Peterburg? When he’d been told that she had left Russia to return to England, Anton couldn’t understand why.

      Though, upon reflection, he doubted that neither brother nor sister longed to retain ties to Russia. The ruler they supported was now dead. Paul I had been assassinated shortly after Anton’s arrest. Natasha and Dimitri probably decided to return to England, comfortable and away from anyone who would ask questions. Not that it mattered to him. He wasn’t out to find Natasha for the pleasure of it. He was out for revenge. After nearly a year of searching the English countryside, he finally found her. The woman who betrayed him.  His wife.
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      “He was so large I doubt he could have fit through the door,” Eliza continued to embellish with excitement to her captive audience of Mrs. Wiggons, who was the owner of the school, and Miss Claudia Morris, another teacher and Natalie’s dear friend.

      “He was of average size.” Sophia sighed and slumped back in her seat. Rosemary had not said a word since the incident, which concerned Natalie the most. The poor child was so pale her brown eyes appeared almost black in comparison to her complexion.

      “He had no difficulty leaning into the carriage,” Natalie confirmed.

      “Handsome too, with the bluest eyes,” Eliza continued.

      Sophia sat forward. “When did you see his face? And it was certainly too dark to see the color of his eyes.”

      “They were blue,” Rosemary whispered, much to Natalie’s relief. Perhaps it meant the shock was wearing off. “When he held the light on Miss Pritchard, I could see them. Blue with black lashes.”

      Natalie’s hand trembled as she set her cup back onto the saucer. It was only a coincidence this highwayman and Anton had the same color eyes and lashes. Many men possessed such a combination, and it meant nothing.

      “I wanted to follow when he took Miss Pritchard from the carriage, but the other two would not come with me. I knew we could have saved her,” Eliza insisted.

      “That would have been very foolish of you,” Natalie chastised.

      “That is what I told her.” Sophia sounded very pleased with herself.

      “He also said he could not guarantee that she would remain safe if we did not stay put and quiet,” Eliza continued. “Not that I was scared.”

      Sophia sniggered but said nothing else.

      Eliza shifted and turned her back to Sophia. “I thought I was going to have an apoplexy when I heard the gun shot.” Her eyes grew wide, and she clasped her hands to her chest. “I was certain Miss Pritchard lay dead and that horrid man would return any moment.”

      Natalie fought the urge to roll her eyes over Eliza’s dramatics. Rosemary didn’t fight the same compulsion and quickly turned her face away from her friend. At least the girl seemed to have recuperated from the ordeal.

      “I have never been so relieved in my life when I saw Miss Pritchard running toward the carriage.” Eliza sighed and slumped against the settee. “At least we now know he was the Ghost, and he does exist.”

      “I expected him to be cold, airy?” Rosemary observed.

      “Do not be ridiculous,” Natalie snapped in irritation and marched away. “He is a man, not an apparition.” She wished Mrs. Wiggons would send the girls to bed so she could pour herself a brandy. Her nerves were still on edge from the encounter while the students seemed to have recovered easily enough.

      “Come along girls. We can discuss this more tomorrow.” Claudia gestured toward the door.

      She closed her eyes and tilted her head back. Thank goodness for Claudia. She must have read her mind.

      The students were ushered out of the room and Natalie sank into her chair. Mrs. Wiggons pressed a glass into her hand. “How are you, really?”

      Natalie took a deep drink. She savored the warmth as it traveled from her throat to her stomach and hoped it calmed her frazzled nerves. “I have never shot anyone before.”

      “But you said it was his arm. I am sure he will recover in time.”

      “He did not fall to the ground, so I suppose that is a good sign.”

      Mrs. Wiggons patted Natalie’s hand. “It is for the best. You still do not know what he wanted. He could have harmed you.”

      Natalie had made the same argument with herself, yet she believed he only wanted a kiss. Had she just closed her eyes, done as he said, they could now be discussing a potentially pleasant yet odd encounter instead of worrying if she maimed the man.

      She rose from the settee and strode toward the window. “I must stop feeling sympathy for that man. He is the highwayman. He stopped our carriage. He scared me and the girls half to death and he was the one who made demands.” Natalie whipped around and pointed to Mrs. Wiggons. “Why, he is lucky I did not shoot him in some vital spot. Had I been given the opportunity to plan and aim, I may have done just that.” She tossed back the remains of her brandy before her bravado faded. She knew as well as Mrs. Wiggons that if she had been given the opportunity to control her actions, or even think for that matter, the gun would have never left her pocket, let alone be fired.

      Mrs. Wiggons stood and took her empty goblet, refilled it, and pressed it back into Natalie’s hands. “Go to bed and try to sleep. I will have someone else take over your classes tomorrow.” She turned down the lamp on the side table.

      Natalie attempted a smile but knew it was weak. “Thank you.”

      She made her way up the stairs and to her room where she closed and locked the door behind her. Though it would be difficult to sleep tonight, Natalie went through the motions of changing into her night clothes then brushed out her hair. She tried not to think about what happened, but it was impossible to put the incident from her mind.

      Frustrated, she rose from her dressing table and picked up the glass of brandy from the bedside table. She sipped as she wandered to the window. The night was still clear, though the wind blew. She looked toward the ominous outline of Creighton Manor in the distance. Stark, grey stone, almost black against the darkened sky, rose high above the ocean as the waves crashed against the cliffs below. One could imagine all manner of eerie happenings in such a place. A chill ran up her spine. She shook it off. Ever since she was a student at this school, the Elizabethan manor remained vacant though she often wondered what the place looked like inside. Not that she ever had the nerve to visit since everyone knew it was haunted.

      It seemed everywhere she looked she encountered ghosts. The one who stopped their carriage tonight, if he was the rumored ghost, and the one from her past. Memories washed over her. Natalie closed her eyes and leaned her head against the pane of glass. Had it only been two years? It felt like a lifetime. In a moment, she was transported back to that night. The last night Anton was alive. The night they married. The ache was still deep, raw. As much as she tried to bury it, and oftentimes successfully, there were times like tonight the loss might as well have happened yesterday.

      She opened her eyes and swiped the tears from her cheeks. They had been so careful. Who could have betrayed him? Until that night, Natalie had not known how dangerous Anton’s activities were. She thought he did simple things on behalf of the English government. It wasn’t until he was killed that her brother, Dimitri, explained her beloved was the Ghost, a spy against Russia for England, and the name on everyone’s lips, as well as the most hunted. No wonder the soldiers shot him in the streets like a rabid dog.

      A flicker of light interrupted her memory. Surely, she was seeing things. Natalie opened her window, stuck her head out and strained to see the side of Creighton Manor that faced the ocean, just beyond the crumbled wall. There it was. First it was lower and now it was higher. Who would be there at this time of night?

      Just as it had appeared, the light vanished. She continued to watch for a short time, but it never appeared again. Was she losing her mind and seeing ghosts everywhere?  Only fools would venture there. What she saw was simply a reflection off the water. That was all. Besides, there were enough ghosts in her life. She didn’t need to imagine any more.
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      Anton strode along the gallery in the old manor. Pictures of someone else’s ancestors lined the walls. The opposite wall was a bank of windows overlooking the back gardens, cliffs, and ocean. It was a breathtaking sight, especially under the light of a full moon. Tonight, there was barely a moon, which is why it was perfect for stopping carriages.

      He had discovered the ancient place when he began searching the area for Natasha and Dimitri and purchased it outright along with everything inside. He had traveled the extent of England, staying in cities and towns only long enough to determine if Natasha was in residence before moving on. This manor had called to him. It had whispered home when he stepped through the doors and when he stood in this gallery overlooking the sea.

      He just never anticipated this is where he would also finally find Natasha. He had hoped but also expected he would need to move on in a few weeks to look for her elsewhere.

      After escaping the Russian prison, he had first gone to where he knew she had family in England. They were distant relatives of her mother and he assumed they would offer sanctuary. They had not seen Natasha or her brother in several years. As she had not returned to family, he had assumed she and her brother would avoid any place that had once been familiar to them and thus his search began. It was frustrating to learn the one place he found her was in the school she had attended as a girl. He should have come here first, after leaving her family. It galled him to know an entire year had been wasted.

      However, nothing could be done for it now and he was ready to act. He had waited a long time and the moment of revenge was almost upon him. Anticipation stirred in his blood, and he grinned as he gazed out the window to a now familiar sight. Across the cove and atop a cliff stood the Wiggons’ School for Elegant Young Ladies.

      Anton grabbed a bottle of whiskey from a table by the window and drank deeply. He fought the burn of the strong liquor and once again wished he had brought vodka with him.

      In truth, the entire year had not been a waste. Knowing England would now be his home, he’d struggled to erase the Russian from his dialect. It wasn’t easy, and occasionally he slipped, but in time, it would become easier. Vanko had learned English as well, though his was more broken, but good enough to get by. It didn’t really matter to Anton; soon the two would part and go their separate ways.

      “Now that you find her, what are your plans?” Vanko asked as he emerged from the top of the stairs. He placed the bandages and a basin of warm water on the table next to Anton.

      Anton settled into an old, worn chair and eyed his friend over the top of the bottle. “I am not certain. I’ve had several ideas since my imprisonment; I just need to decide which one is worthy of her betrayal.”

      Vanko didn’t smile.

      Anton thought his friend would be delighted that their search was at an end. Like him, Vanko had suffered much in their former country, both traitors to Russia. Whereas Anton had spied for England, Vanko belonged to a group that spoke out against the Czar. Even though Paul I was assassinated a month after Vanko was imprisoned, he was not released when Alexander took the throne, but forgotten and left to rot. Instead of the execution Anton expected for himself, he was tortured for information and Vanko was the one who saw him through several severe beatings.

      Anton anticipated and dreaded what was to come, but honor demanded retaliation. He sat forward and placed the bottle on the table before he removed his bloodstained shirt. “You have been a good friend, Vanko.”

      “As have you.” The concerned look in the other man’s eyes remained.

      Why was his friend worried? This was what they had planned for over a year. Many nights in their cell, starving, flea bitten, and Anton aching from yet another beating, they talked of how they would escape from the prison, make their way to England, and find the people responsible for Anton’s imprisonment.

      Vanko picked up a cloth and dipped it in the warm water to wash the blood from Anton’s arm.

      “I do not feel it fair to tie you to me.” Anton took another drink, hoping it would numb him to the pain to come. “You should go make your future.”

      Vanko stood and spread his arms. “Where? Doing what?”

      “I know you liked the manor in Wales best. I purchased it and deeded it in your name before we left the area. There are also funds in an account for your use.”

      His eyebrows rose in surprise. “You do this for me?”

      Anton knew one day he and Vanko would part and wanted his friend to have a place where he could settle and begin anew. “You will not need to work again.” He had also realized that once he had Natasha it was best that he do what was needed alone. He did not wish for Vanko to be caught up in the revenge and be banned from yet another country.

      Vanko tilted his head and stared at Anton. “I know no one there. Everyone in England is stranger to me,” he said.

      Anton had thought his friend would be happy to finally have a home, land of his own, and put the past behind him.

      “Give me your arm,” Vanko ordered.

      Anton braced himself when his friend took the bottle of whiskey and poured the dark liquid into the wound. He hissed through clenched teeth and closed his eyes to the watering brought on by the burn. The pain soon subsided, and he was able to speak once more. “It is your chance to be truly free of me, of Russia, of everything. There is a mine with the estate so you will have continuing income.” He grinned up at his friend. “And, if I recall, there was a certain widow who caught your eye.” He made light of the situation and hoped that reminding Vanko of Lady Burge would be the incentive his friend needed.

      “She was charming lady.” A small smile pulled at Vanko’s lips as he studied Anton’s arm. “The ball took some flesh. It should be stitched.”

      Anton glanced down at the gaping wound, no longer bleeding. “I do not think it necessary.”

      Vanko stood back for a moment. “Are you certain?”

      He tilted his head to look up at his friend. “I suffered much worse in prison. I will survive this.”

      The other man shrugged his shoulders before picking up the roll of white bandages and began wrapping them around Anton’s upper arm.

      “Lady Burge is quite smitten with you.” He returned to the topic of Vanko leaving.

      A grin grew wide on his friend’s face. “That she was.” He laughed as he secured the end of the bandage. “But I will not leave yet.” He poured whiskey into a glass.

      Anton relaxed. “I do not want you suffering consequences for what I may do once I have Natasha and Dimitri.”

      Vanko scrubbed a hand over his face. “It is very reason I should stay.”

      “I do not understand.”

      His friend settled into the opposite chair. “You have been letting hatred fester for over year, but you also once loved her.”

      He nodded, though he didn’t love Natasha any longer. Those emotions were dead and buried. Destroyed by her treachery.

      “I will stay until you do not need me.” His friend placed the now empty glass on the table. “Once you have both you will need assistance keeping eye on them so they don’t get away.” He grinned and poured more whiskey into his glass. “Though, at thought of Lady Burge, I am most anxious for you be done.”

      Anton barked out laughter. His friend was right. He would need assistance if he were to keep Natasha and Dimitri under lock and key. “Thank you.” He lifted the bottle in a toast. “As I said, you are good friend.”

      Vanko drained his glass as he stood. “I will turn in for night. Let me know vot your next plan will be.”

      Anton turned to the window that looked out over the sea. His arm was only a dull throb now. He drank from the bottle once more. What was Natasha doing this evening?  Was she able to recover from her encounter with the Ghost? Was she already asleep in her bed? Did she toss and turn, to upset to sleep? Did she even worry if she fatally wounded him?

      He stood and crossed the long gallery then turned down a long corridor. His chamber, the master’s chamber, was situated in the center of the west wing. He paused at the threshold of the one room he had decorated. After sleeping in a small, dark, dank cell for over a year, he refused to retire in such manner again. The large bed offered all the comfort a man could ask for and the thick carpets did not chill him when he rose in the morning. Anton stoked the fire, settled into a thick upholstered chair, and brought the bottle to his lips.

      Over the past year he envisioned various scenarios of what would happen when he saw Natasha again. The urge to grasp her to him and cover her mouth with his own, which he experienced with such great intensity in the carriage, had never even entered his mind. He thought the love he formerly harbored for her had successfully transformed to hate. In addition, he didn’t trust her.  How could he possibly long for her? Desire her?

      It was simply the shock at finally finding her. All he had to do was remember how she betrayed him. Anton closed his eyes, leaned his head back, and recalled his last free night in Sankt Peterburg and waking in a dark cell.

      Natasha, with her sunrise tresses and beguiling grey eyes had finally been found. What he planned to do with her next, he was not certain. Regardless, his revenge would be sweet. Very sweet indeed.
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      Natalie slept later than usual, yet when she opened her eyes and glanced at the bright sunlight streaming through her window, she did not move from her bed. Had she mortally wounded the highwayman? Would she even know? What if his body were found? On the other hand, he had held a gun on them first, and taken her from the carriage. She rolled over and punched the pillow. Still, she was not certain she could live with herself if she had killed someone.

      Natalie rolled onto her back once again and stared at the ceiling. No, she should not give into guilt. He deserved everything coming to him. She pushed the blankets away and pulled herself from the bed. With determination she marched to the window to face the new day. Her gaze strayed to the old manor. Had she really seen a light last night?

      No. She shook her head. It was only her imagination brought on by the events of the evening. Nobody had lived there in decades, or perhaps the past century. While picturesque sitting atop the cliff overlooking the sea, it was still an old manor house, probably barely intact and Natalie couldn’t imagine that someone would want to live there.

      She turned away and went about preparing for the day. First, she chose a modest dress of delicate light blue and pale-yellow print muslin. It was a bit worn, but the material was soft from years of washing and quite comfortable, and perfect for working in the gardens.

      Brush in hand, Natalie stared at her reflection and began ridding her hair of tangles. A disturbing sleep that it was. She woke several times yet knew she dreamt. She just wished she could recall those dreams. Another fault to lay at the feet of the highwayman – a restless sleep and the reason she slept so late today.

      She paused to study her appearance. Had she aged in the past year or two? She didn’t believe her face showed much but inside there was a world of difference. When she had finished her education and left this school, her future had been ahead of her. Her father had been recalled to Russia and she had a blissful year with her family before her father was suddenly struck ill and died. Dimitri assumed guardianship and they only had each other for family. When the period of mourning came to an end, Dimitri had forced her to begin attending functions and that is when she fell in love and enjoyed a courtship she’d always dreamed of. Then, in a single night she married, became a widow, and saw her brother die before she escaped to return to the one place that had been home more much of her life. At first, she had barely been able to get through a day without crying, but she had grown stronger and had been able to keep herself busy enough not to dwell on the past. For the past two years she had been mostly successful at burying the pain of her loss and at other times grief nearly overwhelmed her, such as now.

      Why was she thinking of the past now? She should leave it there, but it had been brought into the present by way of a highwayman called the Ghost. Was it a coincidence that he went by the same name as the Russian spy? Was it merely a chance occurrence that he also stole kisses?

      Natalie placed the brush on the dressing table and stared into the mirror. Or was this highwayman trying to resurrect the role her husband once played?
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      Anton woke to the shrill cries of seagulls. Sunlight brightened the room and he idly wondered what time it was. Much later than he usually rose, but it wasn’t as if he had appointments to keep. He stretched his arms above his head but stopped immediately, wincing at the pain. The night flooded back into his memory and a smile pulled at his lips. Natasha had shot him. If she knew the plans he had for her, she would have taken better aim, no doubt.

      He sat up in the bed and unwound the bandage to study the wound. Though a bit pink, there was no sign of infection. It would be bloody inconvenient to try and exact revenge on his wife with an infected arm. He tossed on a loose, linen shirt, not bothering with a cravat, yanked on his breeches, and then struggled with his boots. Removing them last night had been a chore and if he weren’t leaving the house today, he would remain in his stockings alone. But, as he had plans, boots were in order.

      The smell of cooked eggs and warm bread drew him to the kitchen. Vanko was just setting the rest of the food on the table when Anton walked in.

      “This smells delicious.” He took a seat at the table.

      “I expected you sleep late.” Vanko placed a mug of hot coffee in front of him.

      Anton smiled before he bit into the bread.

      Vanko looked over the rim of his cup. “Do you think you will take her today?”
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      Natalie paused in the middle of the wooded path and listened carefully before she turned and looked in all directions. Fresh green leaves filled the trees, wildflowers bloomed in bunches along the forest floor, yet she felt no peace. Goose flesh formed on her arms. She could swear she was being watched, possibly followed, but could see no one. A squirrel sat upon a limb not far away and stared down at her. Natalie doubted he was the cause of her apprehension. It was only her imagination. Her nerves were on edge because of what had happened the night before, and it was silly to think the Ghost, or highwayman, or whoever he was, was still out here, watching her. Besides, he was wounded and certainly resting somewhere.

      She took a step and once again walked toward Atwood’s estate. The viscount had opened his home to the girls and teachers last year when a tempest had blown through and damaged the school. While the building was being rebuilt, Tess Crawford—one of the teachers—and Lord Atwood fell in love.

      “Beltane is the perfect celebration,” Eliza announced.

      The three had stopped, turned, and now blocked her path. Their eyes pleaded for an affirmative answer. Natalie simply stared at them. “Beltane?”

      “Yes.” Rosemary nodded. “We need to finish the notices.”

      Natalie blew out a breath. She should have paid closer attention to their conversation, but she had been too distracted.

      How could she have forgotten? A celebration was planned to take place in a week and notices still needed to be put up in town, as well as invitations delivered to the residents. She and the students were to work on that project this afternoon, after Botany class.

      The girls were up to something else. Natalie could feel it in her bones, but she lacked any clue to the troublesome trio’s motivation. “We will go into town tomorrow.”

      The girls seemed placated for the moment and walked ahead. A smile broke at the relief of arriving at the manor without encountering anyone or anything they shouldn’t and the feelings of being watched were simply because she was still shaken from the night before and poor sleep.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Pritchard,” Lord Atwood greeted as she approached where he and Tess were enjoying afternoon tea beneath a large umbrella on the veranda. “Wesley advised me the students would be by.”

      “It is spring, Lord Atwood, and time to bring your gardens back to life.”

      “I could employ gardeners for that task, Miss Pritchard. It is easier now that people no longer fear me and the rumors of my being a vampire have been put to rest.” He chuckled. Before the tempest and the school took up residence in his home, practically the entire town feared Lord Atwood was a vampire simply because he couldn’t go in the sun and people only saw him at night. It didn’t help that he was usually seen at midnight, standing at the grave of his deceased wife.

      “When I gave you use of the grounds and the greenhouse for your botany lessons, I never expected you to take on the task of beautifying my estate.”

      “Oh, but I want to,” Natalie insisted.

      Given how the girls had reacted to believing Lord Atwood had been a vampire, and that he somehow managed to raise his wife from the dead, and then they had set out to catch the woman, was the only reminder Natalie needed to never let those three ever suspect her fears of being followed.

      She forced a smile. “Not only is it perfect for my lessons, but a way for us to thank you for the use of your home over the winter.”

      “It is not necessary. Had you not been here, I would not now be the happiest man alive.” He glanced down at his wife, who rolled her eyes in humor, yet still blushed under his gaze.

      The change in Atwood still stunned her. When they had first arrived after their school had been destroyed by a tempest, he had been surly, moody, and basically a very unpleasant gentleman to be around. That all changed when he fell in love with Tess.

      The students entered the greenhouse, but Natalie did not follow. They knew what to do and she only needed to supervise them as they put the delicate plants into the ground.

      “Is something wrong?” Tess, her dear friend asked. “You seem rather distracted today, and pale if I might add.”

      “Please, have a seat,” Atwood insisted. Wesley appeared instantly. “Please bring refreshments.”

      Wesley nodded and backed away. Natalie watched in amazement. Wesley, Atwood’s valet, was never far from his employer’s side, taking on more duties than the normal valet.

      Natalie sighed and took a seat at the table. Should she tell them?

      “Well?” Tess prodded.

      “I encountered the Ghost last night, along with Rosemary, Eliza and Sophia, on the way back from Sophia’s home.” She smiled and looked from Tess to Atwood and back again. She tried to make light of the situation, but they studied her with concern.

      “I heard he was in the area.” Atwood frowned. “I should have been riding at night so I could take care of that menace.”

      Tess leaned over and kissed his cheek. “What would I do with you gone all night? Unless I go with you.”

      “Do not even consider the possibility. If and when I go searching for this Ghost, you will be safe and locked up tight in this house.”

      “But he only wants a kiss.” Tess grinned up at her husband.

      “My point exactly,” Atwood ground out. “Nobody else is going to be kissing you.”
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