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I positively enjoyed Seductive Secrets. Jerri Hines spins a tale that scoops up the reader and transports them into action, romance and intrigue. There is so much more that makes this story spectacular. It is filled with deception, treachery, romance, intense drama, and detailed characters that pull in the reader from the beginning until the end. The secondary players add great finesse to the storyline. I have to admit it was completely hard to put this book down. Ms. Hines creates an enthralling read that surrounds with anticipation that continues to build, leaving this reader spellbound.  Cherokee
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This story kept me on the edge of my seat as Alyce goes through the days trying to learn the truth.  The suspense kept my heart racing as Alyce meets someone that knows something about her father.  It turns out to be an attempt on her life. I literally held my breath until I knew she was alright.

Later in the story, Hines takes Alyce through a journey of sensual feelings for Lord Julian.  Alyce discovers that she is falling in love. And through the description Hines uses throughout her story, I experience the same feelings Alyce felt.  Hines was able to make me place myself in this story to feel as if all the action that took place happened to me.  I especially like when I read a book and can feel that way.

There is one scene toward the end of the book that made me not able to put the story down—when Alyce is led to old ruins at Colonel Tolworthy’s estate by someone trying to cause her harm.  I stayed up late reading the last section of the book because I simply could not quit reading until I knew the outcome. Jerri Hines knows how to weave a tale and draw the reader into the very essence of the story.  Good job Hines!
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​​Chapter One
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THE CARRIAGE TRUNDLED through the falling darkness. Alyce braced herself on the edge of her seat as the wheels beneath her slowed. Thank mercy! This wretched journey had gone on long enough. Her head pounded, and her body ached from the relentless jostling of the road.

She pushed up the blind and glimpsed the lights of an inn, a lively one from the looks of it. Lanterns burned bright, and people bustled about. More people than she had seen in two days. Surely, this quaint inn meant they were nearing civilization. She prayed they would stay the night. She had not seen a bed in what felt like an age, and if truth be told, she never wished to set foot in a carriage again, at least not with her current companions.

Alyce stared at the two. Dear old Uncle Munford had succumbed to travel fatigue; he slept soundly for most of the day’s journey. The moment the carriage stopped, she watched his head rise from the side of the carriage. He glanced over at his wife, Emma, where in truth, Alyce’s immediate worry lay.

Aunt Emma sat hunched, her hands clasping her head. Alyce feared she was on the verge of apoplexy. She had come to know the signs during their eight years together. And while she had expected no less, after the week they had endured, she had no time for an outburst. At the first creak of the door, Alyce’s hand was on the latch.

“Alyce, now don’t go and—” Munford’s words faded as he reached to steady his wife.

“Dear uncle,” she said, using the endearment despite their lack of blood relation, “you know my concern, and the answers I seek do not lie in Whickhoe.”

“Colonel Tolworthy specifically ordered you there.”

The door opened before she could respond, but she made no attempt to hide the dramatic roll of her eyes at the mention of her guardian. My imaginary guardian if you ask me. In all her years at Lancefield, she had seen the Colonel no more than a handful of times and never for more than a week’s visit. She pulled her cloak hood over her hair and stepped into the cool night air.

A painted sign swung gently in the wind above the door: The Cat and the Fiddle Inn. She hadn’t the faintest idea where they were, but heaven help her, she hoped it was not far from London. She had to reach London.

She looked back at the bustle around the post-chaise. An attendant secured a fresh team of horses. Her heart sank. Within minutes, they would be off again. Not if she had any say! She could not bear another moment in that carriage. More importantly, she needed to send word to Charles. She had no choice.

With resolve, she mounted the steps and entered the inn. She felt every gaze turn toward her as she crossed the threshold. Her face flushed beneath the scrutiny. The stares from the men, bold and assessing, sent a chill through her. However, discomfort could not deter her.

She glanced back, but Uncle Munford had yet to appear. He was likely still tending Aunt Emma. Alyce gathered herself, her eyes sweeping the crowded room until she spotted a heavyset man with ruddy cheeks, surely the innkeeper.

Approaching the man hesitantly, she said, “Two chambers, if you please.”

The man turned with a scowl and took her in with a single dismissive glance. “You traveling alone?”

His tone pricked her nerves. Over the years, she had learned to fend for herself. There had been no other choice if she wished to eat or keep warm under Munford’s roof. She straightened her shoulders and pushed back her hood.

“My uncle is seeing to my aunt. She is ill from the journey. They will join me shortly, and we will require lodging.”

The innkeeper’s frown deepened. His gaze crawled over her again. “Payment up front.”

Her eyes widened in mortification. She may not have been socially adept, but she knew when she had been insulted. Her back stiffened.

Despite not having asked if the stagecoach to London stopped here, she said with indignation, “If my presence offends you, sir, rest assured I shall not trouble you further.”

But before she could turn away, Uncle Munford entered, hunched and weary, his arms wrapped around Aunt Emma.

“Done told ’em to put up the horses. We’ll stay. Colonel Tolworthy won’t like it none, but Emma’s too sick to go on.”

“I feared as much and asked for rooms, but the gentleman claims he has none,” Alyce said tightly. “We may have no choice but to continue.”

Munford shook his head. “Can’t, Alyce. My Emma’s not fit for the road. Done gone and overdone it again. Upset and all, what with the fire.”

The sourness of his breath made her wince. Oh, why had Lord Cranleigh insisted on these two as escorts? She would have fared better alone. But it could not be helped now.

“I will not stay here,” she said firmly. “The man insulted me when I asked for our rooms.”

Her voice rose, full of pent-up frustration. She was tired, hungry, and, though she dared not say it aloud, terribly afraid. She had to reach Charles. He would understand the fire was no accident.

“Ain’t goin’ nowhere, child. Did you tell ’em you’re Colonel Montague Tolworthy’s ward?” Munford squinted at her. “Didn’t, by the look of you.”

Upon his reprimand, Alyce felt a tightness in the back of her throat that signaled tears. She bit them back, but they came anyway, silent, hot trails sliding down her cheeks.

“Excuse me,” said a voice behind her. “Perhaps I can be of assistance.”

Alyce turned. Straightaway, she recognized that the man was unmistakably a gentleman, tall and broad-shouldered, his simple attire finely cut. He was also handsome, devastatingly so. And yet... something about him struck her as odd.

He looked dangerous, with his eyes and build, and there was something distinctly familiar, but that was quite impossible. She would never have forgotten meeting a man such as he.

His smile seemed to be an effort to reassure her. She was not reassured at all.

“Pardon me. I am Lord Julian Casvelyn. I could not help but hear Colonel Tolworthy’s name. Might you refer to Colonel Montague Tolworthy of Evermonde?”

Still avoiding his gaze, she murmured, “Yes, I am his ward. Alyce H—” 

“Miss Alyce Rufford, my lord,” Munford interjected, casting Alyce a sharp look. He bowed stiffly, still holding to Emma. “Munford Cummings, and this is my wife, Emma. Alyce has been in our care. Unfortunately, our home burned to the ground last week. Once the Colonel heard she had nowhere else to go, he sent for her to come to Evermonde.”

“Indeed.” Lord Casvelyn’s smile broadened. “And you tarry from where?”

“Lancefield, my lord. It is a village outside of Plymouth.”

“A long journey,” he said in a crisp tone. “Come. I know the Colonel well. He would expect me to see that this misunderstanding is resolved.”

Alyce watched as the stranger took control, speaking with the innkeeper, arranging their rooms with a few firm words. She wasn’t sure what was expected of a lady in this circumstance. Still, if the gentleman thought she was impressed with his interference, she wasn’t.

She stood quietly, though she ignored the unsettling glances he cast her way. She had only one thought, the letter in her pocket addressed to Lissa.

She reached into the hidden fold of her cloak to ensure it was there. Her dear friend would see to it that Charles received her dire message.

Moments later, the innkeeper gestured for Alyce to follow him up the stairs. She hesitated, knowing she had to send the letter before she retired to her room. Oh, whatever am I going to do?

“Do you have another concern, Miss Rufford?” Lord Casvelyn’s voice, so near, too near, came from behind her. “If you wish to inform the colonel of your progress, rest assured I shall write him directly.”

She turned to find he had moved beside her. She wished he would step back.

His gaze pierced her, too intense, too knowing. Her breath caught. Charles would laugh at her for her naïveté and becoming flustered by a stranger’s stare. She pressed her lips into a thin line, annoyed that she was susceptible to his allure. Oh, heavens, I have to stop acting like a ninny.

She had work to do and little time in which to do it. The letter must be delivered. Gathering her composure, she said, “I fear I am indebted to you, my lord. I am sure Colonel Tolworthy will be greatly relieved to know we have come this far under such trying circumstances.” Her gaze dropped as she drew the letter from her cloak. “Yet it is this that troubles me most. It must reach my friend in London with all haste. I had meant to post it before our departure but found no opportunity. Now, I do not know what I will do.”

“You have said you are Colonel Tolworthy’s ward. He would think poorly of me indeed were I to neglect your needs,” Lord Casvelyn replied, offering a smile that hinted at amusement. “Permit me to prove my intentions honorable. Shall I see this note conveyed to your friend?”

“Yes,” Alyce answered, her tension softening. “I would be most grateful. Might it be sent without delay?”

“If its urgency is as you say, it shall be done.”

“She will have it tonight?” she pressed, hesitation in her voice as she extended the letter.

“You have my word, Miss Rufford.”

“Beg pardon, ma’am,” a young lad interrupted, holding up her valise. “This all ye got?”

Alyce glanced at the boy, the sight of her lone case stinging her pride. It contained all she could call her own, and that only by Lady Cranleigh’s charity. She gave a slight nod, though her cheeks warmed beneath the glance Lord Casvelyn cast her way. Without a word, she followed the boy up the stairs, the weight of Lord Casvelyn’s look lingering as heavily as the letter she had just entrusted to him.
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Chapter Two
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LORD JULIAN GILLESPIE Vernon Pentilyon, the Earl of Casvelyn, and bearer of a string of other titles he seldom cared to recall, poured himself a generous glass of port. He drained it in one swallow, the fire of it doing little to steady his thoughts. His man Jamieson’s report on this Alyce Rufford was troubling. More than troubling. Who the devil is she?

To say he was taken quite by surprise when his grandfather’s name was mentioned as her guardian was an understatement. Impossible. Had his grandfather taken a ward, Julian would have known of it. He was certain of her deception, yet not certain enough. For every doubt raised, new questions pressed harder.

Why had his grandfather summoned him now, only for this young woman to appear and claim the colonel’s protection? Coincidence? He did not believe in coincidences, fate, or much else, not since the night he lost his brother, Roland.

Eight years had passed since his twin, his other self, was taken from him. Eight years filled with anger, guilt, and bitter regret. His brother’s death had hollowed him, stripped life of meaning, knowing his brother should never have died. His loss was a wound that had never closed.

And now to discover his grandfather had been keeping secrets.

Jamieson’s inquiries had revealed little details about the lady. The coachmen in her service were employed by Lord Nigel Cranleigh of Lancefield. By their account, Lord Cranleigh himself had ordered the young lady conveyed to Colonel Montague Tolworthy at Whickhoe without delay. More disturbing was the fact that the men confirmed that his grandfather was indeed the girl's guardian, informing Jamieson that Colonel Tolworthy had ventured to Lancefield a few times in the past years.

One coachman also remarked that Miss Rufford’s letter was addressed to the Honorable Mrs. Melissa Breck, Lord Cranleigh’s daughter, who had been her companion in education. Beyond that, there was little: she had lived a quiet existence until a week ago when the cottage she lived in burned down. Nothing remained but ashes. By fortune alone, no lives were lost.

“Nothing further, Jamieson? I must know who she is. Why is my grandfather her guardian, and why have I never been told?”

The valet shook his head. “I am sorry, my lord. She is known only as Alyce Rufford, a name without consequence. There was a rumor that your grandfather owed a debt to her father, a soldier perchance. They said it was around eight years ago the colonel brought her to Lancefield. It may have been about the time of your lordship’s bereavement. Perhaps the colonel thought it kinder not to trouble you with a triviality.”

Julian frowned into his glass, then set it down. The memory of her entry into the inn lingered with him. She arrived alone, unchaperoned, yet carrying herself with an earnest determination that belied her youth. For one wild moment, he thought she sought a lover’s tryst. But when she lowered her hood, he had seen the truth. She was not bold but bewildered. Those wide eyes searched the room as though for sanctuary.

He would be lying to himself if he did not acknowledge her undeniably loveliness. Her thick dark hair was swept up to reveal a graceful brow; her brown eyes were deep and expressive; garments were of quality, though a season or two behind the fashion. He sensed she was a woman who did not know her own effect.

Seeing her distress, he had risen to offer her assistance, only to be taken back when his grandfather’s name fell from her lips. There was something peculiar going on, and there was only one person who held the answers he wanted.

Julian drew out his watch. It was nearly nine o’clock. If he departed at once, he would reach Evermonde well ahead of the lady. He poured another measure of port, swallowed it, and set the glass aside.

“Have the horses ready within the hour, Jamieson. We ride for Evermonde.”

* * * *
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ALYCE HAD PREPARED for bed, yet sleep would not come. She sat alone in her chamber, the untouched tray of food cooling by the hearth. Abandoned to solitude, she sat listening to Aunt Emma’s fretful cries from the adjoining room. The walls were thin; every anxious word reached her, leaving Alyce with no escape from the woman’s unease.

She had readily agreed when Uncle Munford suggested Aunt Emma remain in his chamber for the night. Once seized by her vapors, there was no reasoning with Aunt Emma; no soothing words would quiet her fears. Better, then, that Uncle Munford attend her.

Yet even now, in the silence of her room, Alyce could not escape her aunt’s fevered whispers. They seemed to cling to the walls.

“The Devil’s after her. Old Mistress Nancarrow warned me. She did.”

“Now...now...Emma, Alyce’s a sweet child. Nothin’ wrong ‘cept your nerves are on edge with the fire.”

“Yes. Yes. The fire. Tell me how she knew, Munford. I’ll tell you. A restless spirit. You think it too. It’s best we go. Leave her.”

“You silly woman. You listen too much to stupid superstition. She saved us. Here, here. Calm yourself. Drink.”

The words stung more than Alyce wished to admit. Eight years she had lived beneath their roof, always the outsider, never quite belonging. She had grown accustomed to being whispered about, to seeing suspicion cloud her aunt’s eyes. But to hear the talk of devils and restless spirits, spoken as if she were some ill-omen. It chilled her heart

Alyce didn’t need to be told the two longed only to be rid of her, eager to deliver her into Colonel Tolworthy’s keeping and be done with their charge. Their relief at the prospect cut her more deeply than their words.

The fire had stirred old whispers into life again. Devil’s spawn. Witch’s child. Such cruel names had dogged her steps before. What else might be expected in a land steeped in Cornish legend, where superstition clung to every hearth and hedge? To the villagers, her sudden appearance all those years ago had been cause enough to brand her different.

Yet the truth was one she could never speak. No one knew whence she had come. Beneath the cloak of night, she had been brought to Lancefield and set down upon the steps of Cranleigh Manor, an unheralded arrival.

Her stay within the manor had been brief. Soon she was sent to live upon the moor, in a humble cottage that was to be her world. There, she learned her life was not her own to shape. Lord Cranleigh had laid down the terms of her existence: a new name, a new history, a careful fiction binding her to Munford and Emma Cummings. She had been told, plainly, sternly, that she was to accept this tale without question, and she had obeyed. What choice had she?

She was no more than twelve, taken away from the only life she had known. At the time, Alyce thought little of the others’ stares upon her. Lost in grief, she hadn’t cared.

Lady Cranleigh dismissed the rumors that followed Alyce’s arrival. She had no patience for village tales of ghosts and demons, and her disregard lent Alyce a fragile shield. In time, the whispers faded, and the stares grew less pointed—until the fire.

The flames had devoured more than the cottage. They had shattered the fragile illusion Alyce had built, the pretense that she might live quietly without ever seeking the truth of her past. She had tried to accept her lot. At one time, Charles had even aided her in the search, though his father swiftly quashed their efforts. Still, the longing remained.

And if the fire had rekindled suspicion, it was not the only thing to unnerve her. Strange happenings had begun long before that night. Odd sensations. Unsettling dreams.

She had dreamed before, but not with such terrible clarity. These dreams felt alive, too real, too harrowing. They lingered long after waking, shadows that would not lift.

Shivering, Alyce slipped beneath the bedclothes and clutched the coverlet close. She longed for company, but Aunt Emma was in no state to leave Uncle Munford nor the comfort she sought in the bottle. And, indeed, it was plain the woman did not wish for Alyce’s company.

Laying her head upon the pillow, Alyce became aware of the noise rising from the tavern below. Laughter, shouts, the scrape of chairs, sounds that promised the night’s revelry had scarcely begun. Sleep would not come easily.

But then, sleep had not come easily since the fire. She shuddered at the remembrance. She could almost smell the acrid smoke again, clinging to her hair, her skin. She had been sound asleep that night—until the voice roused her.

Mary. Mary. Mary Alyce!

She jolted upright, heart hammering. The same icy dread gripped her now as it had then. The voice, low and insistent, whispered through the stillness of the chamber.

This she hadn’t dreamed; she couldn’t have. She was not asleep.

Her gaze swept the room. The hearth fire glowed steadily, throwing out warmth, yet her body trembled from a sudden coldness. Her breath caught in her throat. If only Aunt Emma were here beside me... But she had been left alone with her fear.

Slowly, she slipped from the bed, her bare feet brushing the rug. She reached for her night-robe draped across the chair by the fire.

A sudden sound split the silence, a faint scrape, followed by the long, slow creak of wood. Alyce spun toward the noise; her breath caught fast in her chest. The latch shifted, the door shuddered, and then it began to open.
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Chapter Three
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JULIAN HAD NOT EXPECTED the day to unravel as it had. Drawing his coat close, he stepped into the corridor, the door clicking shut behind him. Jamieson already had the horses saddled for departure.

With the weather softening into spring, the ride to Evermonde promised to be tolerable, perhaps even brisk. If fortune favored him, he might settle matters quickly and be back in London before the week’s end. Atkinson still awaited his counsel on the situation brewing across the Channel.

The corridor carried the echoes of revelry from the tavern below, raucous laughter, the thump of boots, a burst of drunken song. Even had he wished to remain, there would have been little sleep with such a ruckus. Curious, he thought, that the innkeeper allowed so unruly a gathering under what was otherwise a respectable roof.

His thoughts strayed to Miss Rufford. Perhaps Jamieson should remain behind to keep an eye on her. Munford and his wife were hardly fit guardians in her present plight. Yet at this hour, surely, the girl was abed, safe behind her chamber door.

He turned the corner and halted. A flicker of movement caught his eye. Had his eyes deceived him, for he thought someone had slipped swiftly into a room at the far end of the passage. Frowning, Julian strode forward, each step quickening as unease took hold.

On closer inspection, he saw the door stood slightly ajar. He pushed it wider and, for a brief moment, froze. Alarm surged through him. Within the glow of the hearth, a shadowed figure loomed, arm raised high. In his fist gleamed the unmistakable flash of a knife.

“Bloody hell!” Julian surged forward. “Halt!”

Too late. The knife plunged downward toward the bed. A scream, a loud, terrified scream, pierced the dimly lit chamber. Julian threw himself at the intruder, tackling him to the floor. The struggle was fierce, but Julian’s strength prevailed; his fist cracked against the man’s jaw, sending his head snapping back. Seizing the fellow by the collar, Julian hauled him up with brutal force.

“Look out!”

The warning rang out an instant before pain exploded at his temple. Julian staggered, his vision swimming, then froze, staring into the dark mouth of a pistol leveled at his chest.

The moment was broken by a sudden crash. Immediately, he felt water drench him, cold, icy water against his skin, and heard the porcelain pitcher shatter across the boards. He seized the moment, grappling for the weapon, his hand closing hard about the man’s wrist. The two strained, the barrel wavering between them.

A deafening crack split the air.

For a heartbeat, Julian felt nothing. Then he glanced down. The sleeve of his coat was scorched, the fabric torn. A sharp curse hissed from his lips. “Damnation!”

Julian clutched his arm, watching as the intruder scrambled to his feet and fled. He tore his hand back to find it slick with blood, crimson welling from the wound. Ignoring the fire searing his flesh, he lurched into the passage and charged after the man. Too late. The corridor stretched empty before him. The assailant had vanished.

From below came the thunder of boots on stairs, shouts and cries rising in a swell of confusion. In moments, the hallway filled with people, faces pale with alarm. Through the press, Julian caught sight of Jamieson forcing his way forward.

“My lord!” Jamieson reached him, eyes dropping at once to the blood upon his sleeve. “Your arm!”

“Yes, yes,” Julian snapped. “Some villains broke into that room—one with a knife.” He gestured toward the open door, his voice carrying above the din. “Did you see them? A great burly fellow in a black cape—we must—”

“There is no need, my lord.” The innkeeper shouldered through, his face drawn with worry that swiftly eased into relief. “I saw them. The rogue you describe, and two companions. They’ve already taken to the road for London. The scoundrels! I’ll send for the justice of the peace at once. The villains shall not escape the law.”

The innkeeper’s gaze dropped to Julian’s bloodied sleeve. With a snap of his fingers, he barked, “Tomais, fetch the surgeon at once. His lordship is wounded!”

“There is no need,” Julian cut in, his tone cold. His contempt for the man’s negligence burned hotter than the wound. Too late now to atone for letting villains slip beneath his roof. When the innkeeper reached as though to inspect the injury, Julian wheeled on him.

“Keep your hands from me!” he commanded. “It was not I they sought. It was the occupant of that chamber. I saw someone enter and discovered the foe with the blade drawn, readied to stab the poor soul in the bed.”

Ignoring the knot of gawkers pressing into the passage, Julian strode back into the room. The chamber was in disarray, with feathers scattered and water pooling across the boards. Yet all else faded when his eyes fixed upon the figure by the hearth.

Alyce Rufford stood in her nightgown, the firelight painting her in hues of gold and shadow. She turned to him, her face softened by the glow, delicate and achingly feminine.

For a moment, words deserted him. Thoughts tumbled fast, thoughts that had no place in such a moment, and yet would not be stilled. She was exquisite, her dark hair unbound and falling loose about her shoulders, her eyes deep and luminous, betraying fear and confusion. A flush of color touched her pale cheek, lending her a fragile beauty.

Julian kept his features stern, but his gaze lingered too long upon her slender form outlined against the firelight, betraying an unwilling desire. With effort, he mastered himself, forcing his thoughts to order.

He must remember—this was no mere girl encountered upon the road. She was his grandfather’s ward.

Julian stepped toward Alyce. Her eyes brimmed with tears; one trembling hand rose to cover her mouth. The unfortunate thing was in shock.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, scanning the chamber once more to be certain no other intruder lurked in shadow. Satisfied, he turned back to her, his voice firmer. “Miss Rufford—are you injured?”

She gave a quick shake of her head.

Relief flickered through him. Yet where were her guardians? Had they truly left her alone in such a place? Good lord.

Behind him, the door creaked wider. The innkeeper entered, ushering in Munford and his wife along with the distinct odor of rum. Disgust twisted Julian’s stomach watching the pair cling to one another. Neither dared look at him.

Emma lurched forward, nearly toppling, had her husband not seized her arm. Her voice rose in a shrill, drunken cry at Alyce. “You... you are cursed! I always knew it!” She began to claw at her husband’s sleeve, wild-eyed. “I told you, Munford—the Devil is after her. She is marked!”

“Be quiet, Emma,” Munford muttered under his breath.

The innkeeper shouldered past them, face dark with fury. He thrust a finger toward Alyce. “I knew the moment she walked in, she would bring trouble. And now look! In my—”

“Hold your tongue, you dolt!” Julian’s voice cut like steel. “The lady is under my protection. Do you dare question the word of a gentleman? Better you examine your own failings than heap blame upon my grandfather’s ward. It was your negligence that allowed ruffians beneath this roof—ruffians who sought her life.”

The innkeeper paled and drew back a step.

“I beg your pardon, Lord Casvelyn,” he stammered. “They gave reference to His Grace, the Duke of Sinclair. They even presented his card.”

Julian’s eyes narrowed. “I doubt very much any of those rogues had the least connection to Sinclair.” His voice was sharp with contempt. His patience with the man had worn through entirely.

“They paid up front,” the innkeeper added weakly, as though coin might excuse his folly. “They will cause no further trouble this night, I swear it. I shall see to it myself.”

“As will my man.” Julian inclined his head toward Jamieson. “Inform me the moment the justice’s men arrive.”

The innkeeper shifted uneasily. “It may be morning before they come, my lord. The justice will not welcome his rest disturbed...”

Julian drew a slow, exasperated breath. So, that was the truth of it. The man valued his own convenience above the lady’s peril.

“Jamieson,” Julian said curtly, “the villains are long gone, but learn if any here can name them. Someone must have seen their faces.”

“Yes, my lord.” Jamieson bowed and moved swiftly down the stairs.

Julian’s gaze lingered until his valet vanished from sight. Turning back, he found the innkeeper fidgeting before him, waiting anxiously for further command.

“If you will not have the surgeon, my lord, do you require some other aid for your arm?” the innkeeper ventured nervously.

“Send fresh water and a clean cloth,” Julian ordered, pulling his hand from the wound to reveal that the bleeding had already slowed. “Then begone from my sight.”

The man’s gaze shifted to Alyce and her companions, disdain plain upon his face. “And the lady? I want no wandering about my property. They have brought enough commotion already—”

Julian’s eyes cut to him, hard and dangerous. “Hold your tongue. My patience is gone. I will see to the lady. You, sir, will see to it the magistrate attends his duty with haste. Now leave.”

His voice brooked no argument. The innkeeper bowed himself out at once, dragging the curious onlookers with him.

Julian shut the door behind them. His gaze lingered on his grandfather’s ward. Trouble incarnate, he thought grimly. What in heaven’s name had his grandfather entangled himself in, making her his charge?

“I’ll not have her!” Emma shrilled suddenly, tottering forward, her arms flailing. “No, no! We’ll all be struck dead!”

“Silence her,” Julian snapped. He had no tolerance for the woman and knew well enough that one could not reason with a drunkard. Instead, he turned to Munford with a stern glare. “Take her from my sight, and quickly. I will not endure such ravings in my presence.”

Julian’s eyes returned to his grandfather’s ward. She made no move to stop her companions as they shuffled out, leaving her in uneasy silence. Impatient, he lifted a hand and beckoned her forward.

“Come. I will not find the answers I seek within this room.”

For a moment, he thought she might protest. Instead, her gaze dropped to the blood on his arm. Without a word, she fell in step behind him. The corridor stretched long and quiet, broken only by the muffled revelry from below.

At his own door, Julian wrestled with the key one-handed. The lock resisted, and for an instant, he considered breaking it down with his boot. He bit back the impulse. Before he could try again, Alyce slipped past him, deftly took the key, and worked the lock herself. The door gave way with a click.

Bearing the brunt of his frustration, Julian slammed the door soundly after they entered, so hard the wall shook. He crossed over to the bed and sat down, wincing as he stripped off his blood-soaked waistcoat, then tore away the ragged remains of his sleeve. The wound revealed itself at last: a seared gash along his arm, blackened and raw.

Alyce’s voice broke the silence. “Do you wish me to tend it?”

He looked over at her. In the better light of his room, he found his opinion of her had changed little. She had a flawless complexion, enhanced by the silkiness of her long, dark eyelashes. Her thick, wavy hair hung loose, framing her oval face.

Though the large brown eyes that looked back at him held fear within them. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Small wonder she was frightened half out of her mind after all she had endured.

The sharp creak of the door shattered his thoughts. He turned to see a maid slip inside without knocking, bobbing a hasty curtsy. She set down a basin and bucket of steaming water, then spread fresh cloths upon the bed. She hurried out, closing the door behind her, but not before giving Alyce a curious stare.

Julian exhaled, his attention back solely upon Alyce. “I ought to send for your aunt. You should not be in my room alone—”

“I doubt either Aunt Emma or Uncle Munford would care. Neither are my true relations. If I’m not mistaken, I believe they are quite relieved to be done with me,” she said bluntly.

“I find it difficult to believe that Colonel Tolworthy would have hired two such as they.”

“I don’t believe he cared, my lord. I haven’t seen Colonel Tolworthy for two years. I have been an obligation at best.”

Her candor startled him. Julian’s gaze lingered on her, disbelief warring with the unsettling pull of her honesty. Who was this young woman to speak so plainly of his grandfather?

“Miss Rufford, Colonel Tolworthy is a gentleman. No matter the obligation, he would have well taken care of your needs. I refuse to condemn the colonel’s behavior without knowledge of the circumstances. I find it even harder to believe that a young, gentlewoman has assailants after her for no reason.”

He grimaced upon his utterance, for in expelling his growing frustration, he caused his arm to bleed once more. He swallowed hard not to let a groan escape in his attempt to take his damp shirt off. She moved toward him.

“Here, let me help,” she said, her attention fixed firmly on his wound. Her soft hands pulled the tattered fabric from his injury. “It needs to be washed and dressed properly.”

He leaned up, pulled his shirt out of his pants, and then unbuttoned it. A moment later, his ragged shirt lay on the bed, and she began cleaning the wound.

If she was shocked to see him half-naked, she did not show it. Neither did she flinch at the sight of the gash the shot left. Calmly and efficiently, she washed and dressed the wound. Her face showed no emotion while she went through the motions.

“Are you going to tell me who attempted to kill you?” he asked.

Seemingly too shocked and frightened to endeavor to come up with another version of the happenings, she breathed out deeply but said nothing. She kept washing.

Julian caught her wrist with his sound hand. “You stated you are Colonel Tolworthy’s ward. Since he is not here, you are left in my care. Come, you must have suspected something. You weren’t in the bed. I take it that you did attempt to disarm the scoundrels with the end result of my being drenched.”

She gazed mutely downward. Refusing to accept silence, Julian reached over with his good hand and lifted her face to his. Making no effort to withdraw from him, she shifted her eyes back to his.

He smiled, for it was impossible not to, and waited for her reply. Finally, she spoke.

“I must apologize for dousing you. It was not my intent. I meant to hit him. He was readied to shoot you. It was all I had within reach. I quite forgot it was filled with water...” She drew in a deep breath. Then, in an obvious attempt to change the subject, she said, “This isn’t proper. Far from it, my lord.”

“Without question. Highly inappropriate, but, there again, it is not often that an attempt is made on one’s life. I’ll make an effort to find someone to see to you after our talk. But at this time of the night, it may well be that I can only offer you this room and my protection. I will stand guard at the front door.”

She hesitated and then nodded but offered no insight into her dilemma. If only her eyes didn’t look at him in that manner. He saw her fear.

He pressed her, “Since your companions aren’t in any shape to see to your needs, it would seem the duty falls to me.”

“Oh, please, my lord, what do you want me to say?” she questioned, displaying her own irritation. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to put you in the middle of this. In truth, none of this would have happened if I had gone to London, to Lissa, as was my wish. She would see to my well-being, but the colonel’s note detailed I go straight to Evermonde. I’m certain if he realized that my welfare could be seen to by another, he would have no objections.”

Again, her words took him by surprise, insinuating that his grandfather ignored her care. “The colonel doesn’t see to your welfare?”

“You misunderstand,” her voice quivered. She watched him with caution and guarded her words. “He sees to my needs if that is what you are asking. But truthfully, I have only met Colonel Tolworthy a few times in my life. I was fostered upon him. I believe he would be quite content without the problems I present, but it will not be for much longer. I’m sure you are not interested in my story, although I am deeply appreciative of your defense of me this night.”

“You are mistaken that I do not want to know your story. I do not take being shot lightly.”

“Then, pray, forgive me. I trust few and none that I do not know.”

His eyes burned as she dismissed his request. Taking the cloth from her, he caught her hand firmly in his own. “This is no mere request, Alyce Rufford—and it is certainly no game. Do you not see that the night’s events demand an explanation? I must know what I am facing.”

She tried to withdraw her hand, but he tightened his grip. She said in a voice not much louder than a whisper, “It is not your concern, my lord, nor is it the colonel’s. Who are you to answer for him? A relative of some sort?”

“Yes,” he said. He had no desire to divulge more. “Yet, he has never mentioned you.”

A faint, almost bitter laugh slipped from her lips. “Are you asking me why Colonel Tolworthy would have done so? I fear that I do not have an answer. I have lived being told what I may do and what I may not. Learning about my past has to do with the latter.”

“I would surmise the colonel knows something of your life before the moors. And yet he has kept it from you?” Julian pressed.

“I know who I am,” she returned swiftly, her eyes flashing to meet his. “My father provided for me before his death. I am not destitute. In a few short months, I shall come into my inheritance, and then I will be no burden upon the colonel. I will not be beholden to anyone.”

“Then what have you done to invite men to seek your life?” His face grew stern.

Weariness overtook her as though a tide had broken; Julian saw her knees tremble as she slowly sat down beside him, one hand twisting in the other, shaking her head.

“Perhaps, my lord, I do require your help,” she whispered, voice thin with exhaustion. “Your assumption is correct—someone would see me dead. I am convinced the fire was set. I told Lord Cranleigh as much, but he blamed it upon one of Aunt Emma’s fits. I wrote to the colonel, begging leave to go to London.” She paused and smoothed a trembling hand through her hair. “You cannot know what it is to have your past taken from you. You can call your family by name; you can claim your place. What becomes of one when there is nothing left to claim?”

“We all have our burdens to bear, Miss Rufford. What has that got to do with someone trying to kill you?”

Defiantly, she pushed back the hair from her face. “Because, my lord, I want to right the wrong of my father’s death.”
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Chapter Four
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ALYCE COULDN’T BREATHE.

In the dank air, a fog surrounded her. The moist, cold ground beneath her bare feet sank upon her every step. Slowly, the darkened clouds gave way to the full moon above her. The mist faded until the bare trees standing in front of her emerged out of the night. Broken walls and stones littered the ground before her. Were they ruins of some sort?

In the distance, a voice called to her. It was a voice she recognized, but her confusion grew. She yearned to hear the voice again, to be held in those strong, loving arms once more.

The voice called her again. Her father. It had to be her father. He needed help.

Oh, whatever was she to do? She had to go to her father. Ignoring the growing panic, she forged through the maze in front of her. The voice became louder, pressing and urgent, upon his need. She had to get to her father.

Behind her, noises arose. Her heart pounded. She dared not look.

She comprehended readily—the men who wanted her dead had found her. Her pace quickened. Faster and faster, her legs carried her through the labyrinth in front of her. She fell, but couldn’t move.

Panic overwhelmed her.

She wanted to scream, but no sound emerged. Then, before her, a form appeared out of the dark gloom. A man. A hero who wore a uniform, a military officer in a fine red coat. He extended his hand to her as he helped her up.

Alyce’s eyes caught sight of a medallion around his neck. Her panic eased.

She looked up at his smiling face. Her fear vanished.

He said soothingly, “Mary. Mary, trust me.”

Alyce bolted upright with sweat streaming down her temple. The dreams once more disturbed her. She had to remind herself it was only a dream.

Her hand clutched the necklace under her nightgown. It was still there. She turned toward a sound, the voice and face she saw in her dreams...

“Alyce.”

Alyce blinked into the dimness, her breath quick and uneven. Shapes wavered in the half-light until her gaze fixed upon a figure moving toward her. She recoiled instinctively as he lowered himself to sit upon the edge of the bed.

“Alyce—you are safe.”

For a moment, she could not place herself. She had forgotten the inn, forgotten the attempt upon her life. All she knew was the pounding of her heart and the shadow before her. Recognition stirred, a memory from long ago, before everything grew so tangled. A figure drawn from her dream, a ghost of her past.

Her pulse thundered so loudly she thought it might burst from her chest. Then he took her hands gently into his own, large and steady, and offered her a smile meant to reassure.

“I thought... I thought,” she stammered. “I thought I was alone.”

She glanced about the chamber, a large, well-appointed room. The fire burned steadily, its glow mingling with the soft light of a lamp upon the writing-table. Bit by bit, memory returned.

This was not the past, but the present. And the man before her was not the figure from her dream, but the one who had saved her. Still, the likeness unsettled her.

What had he said his name was? She couldn’t remember. No, it was coming back. Lord Julian. Her eyes met his. Most women would find him indubitably handsome. No longer wearing his wig, his dark hair hung loosely around his shoulders. His mouth was set in a straight, hard line. She remembered his lean, taut chest when she helped clean his wound. It was his dark eyes, though, that bothered her. They burned in her, giving away nothing behind his stare.

“You are not alone,” he said quietly. “I am here, and Jamieson keeps guard outside these doors. No one will trouble you now.”

She straightened herself up against the pillow. “It is late?” she asked in confusion.

“It is after one,” he said. “Do you remember? I told you to sleep. Nothing will happen to you tonight. I gave you my word.”

She nodded absently, trying to focus. She had been so tired, so very tired. She hadn’t slept since Charles sent his note saying that he thought he had found someone who knew where Fennimore lived.

Fennimore, her father’s former secretary, was alive and hopefully held the answers to the questions that Alyce wanted so desperately to know. She had been thrilled. Finally, she could begin to clear her father’s name, but then strange things started to happen. Although it wasn’t until the cottage burned to the ground that she knew someone was trying to kill her.

The cottage burning was no accident. Of that, she was sure. Aunt Emma hadn’t turned over a lantern. She had put Aunt Emma to bed well before the fire started. She had checked to make sure the fire was out herself. If the voice hadn’t woken her...

Afterward, she had been refused transport to London, even kind Lord Cranleigh had rejected the idea. She knew why. By command of the Grand Duke of Arungdon, himself, she was certain.

The duke had warned everyone to keep her away from his son. She wanted to laugh at the notion. Charles wasn’t a child. He was a grown man of four and twenty, and her best friend, no matter what obstacles were placed in front of them. Yet, here she was on the way to Whickhoe to her guardian, who wouldn’t have the foggiest idea what had happened, nor for what reason.

“Trust me,” Lord Julian spoke again, bringing her back to the present.

She turned her attention back to the man. He was so close; she felt a sultry warmth spread from her cheeks and flood down her body. She had only met him hours before; how could she be feeling anything, much less these foreign feelings, for some man she did not even know?

When he moved to rise from the bed, she shook her head quickly and whispered, “Would it be dreadful of me to ask you to stay by my side?” The words felt scandalously improper, yet fear pressed them from her lips. “I know it is most unseemly, but I...”

Without hesitation, he drew her into his arms, her cheek pressed against his chest. He had changed into dry clothes, simple trousers, and a loose shirt. His arm was bound neatly, though he grimaced as he leaned back against the pillows. “I think we are well past trifling with propriety,” he murmured.

“I am sorry,” she whispered, sniffling back her tears. “I am not often like this. You must think me weak, compliant, but I am not, not truly...”

“I do not think that,” he interrupted gently. “I think you have carried more than most could bear. Lean back.”

“Your wound—”

“It’s nothing. You rest against my sound arm, so spare yourself the worry.”

At last, she allowed her head to sink against him, drawing comfort from the steady beat of his heart. “Do you think they will come again? These men who hunt me—they set the fire...”

“They are gone for now, Alyce.” He spoke her name with quiet certainty, and she felt her fear ease, if only a little. “Best to let darker thoughts rest. In the morning, I will see you safely to Evermonde. The colonel will have the answers you seek. Tell me, have you ever been there?”

Her fingers curled tightly into the fabric of his shirt. She nodded, her thoughts drifting unbidden to that dreadful day. How terrified she had been, yet soothed by a young officer at her side. The lieutenant had spoken gently of everything but the sorrow of leaving her father behind in London. She remembered riding in the carriage with him, wishing the journey might never end, though she hated to part from her father. His words had calmed her fears, as though he meant to stand guard over her.

Then another memory rose, sharp and sudden. As the carriage climbed a winding lane, she had glimpsed shapes through the mist, dark, jagged forms half-swallowed by fog. When the haze lifted, the manor appeared, its gables and chimney stacks rising proudly above the slate roof. Very English, she had thought at the time. But it was not the house that fixed itself in her mind. It was what lay beyond—the ruins. Ancient walls, long crumbled, etched by centuries of wind and rain until they seemed little more than mounds upon the earth.

“It was once an abbey,” the lieutenant had told her as they drew up to the manor. “Four hundred years have worn it to rubble. My brother and I spent many an hour there, playing among the stones. He was always the reckless one, but I would never let him best me. You must tread carefully within them. The ruins can be perilous to those who do not know their ways.”

But the lieutenant had never returned. She had never visited the ruins. She had left and had not seen it again.
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