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A golden jackal shifter mercenary whohas spent decades hunting dark mages across three continents. A Londonlibrarian who just inherited a castle, a fortune, and a war she never knewexisted. A fated mate bond that ignites when ancient evil closes in on themboth. 

PetraHaas has a perfectly ordinary life until a distant cousin left her everythinghe owned. Now she stands in the halls of a German castle that reeks of darkmagic, with a workshop full of cursed silver in the basement and dangerousmages returning in days to reclaim what they consider theirs. She should run.Instead, she squares her shoulders and decides to fight.

SethTaren is supposed to gather intelligence, not protect an innocent woman who hasno idea she’s stumbled into a supernatural battleground. But from the moment hesaw Petra march into the castle with nothing but courage and a batteredbriefcase, his inner jackal recognized what his human mind refused to accept -she was his. Now, with dark mages closing in and an ancient evil stirring, Sethwill do whatever it takes to keep his fated mate alive. Even if it meansputting his own heart on the line.

Perfect for readers who love steamyshifter romance, fated mates with military shifter heroes, brave heroines whodiscover hidden strength, and paranormal suspense with dark mages and ancientevil.
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With many thanks to Peggy McChesney, who helped locate errors. Any that remain, are entirely my fault. 

I'd also like to thank the readers who have waited so long for Seth's story and never let me forget that they wanted to know more about my very own international man of mystery.
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Prologue




The mage was running. Good. 

Seth crouched behind a sandstone outcrop, his scimitar heavy in his grip as he watched the black-robed figure scramble up the rocky slope toward the ridgeline. The bastard had finally realized that he was outmatched. Unfortunately he’d left them a parting gift before trying to flee.

But first things first. Seth shot a hand signal to his sniper and watched in satisfaction as the mage toppled over, a bullet between his eyes, then rolled lifelessly down the sand dune.

Now for the other thing. The demon the mage had summoned lay coiled in the wadi below, its serpentine body as thick as a man’s torso and easily thirty feet long. Scales the color of dried blood caught the dying sunlight, and its wedge-shaped head swayed back and forth, tasting the air with a forked tongue that dripped something acidic onto the sand.

Shit. Seth had seen a lot in his years as a shifter mercenary, but demons still made his hackles rise.

He adjusted the red headscarf wrapped around his face, leaving only his eyes exposed. The khamsin had been blowing all afternoon, filling the air with grit and dust. His men wore more muted colors of tan, brown and faded olive, but Seth had never bothered to blend in. The Golden Jackal didn’t hide from anyone. Besides, the bright fabric served a purpose. When his men needed to find him in the chaos of battle, they could. It made him even more of a target, of course, but he trusted his own skills to keep himself safe, and had done so for decades.

He tracked movement to his left just before his friend and comrade, Pax Rojas, emerged from behind a boulder, his eyes gleaming above the tan cloth covering his lower face. His twin, Ari, appeared a moment later on the opposite ridge, completing the triangle they’d formed around the creature.

Seth raised his fist in signal. Wait.

The demon’s head snapped toward Pax’s position. It had caught his scent, or maybe just sensed his presence. The thing hissed, a sound like water hitting hot metal, and began slithering toward the jaguar shifter with terrifying speed.

Pax held his ground. Brave bastard. Or maybe he was dumb as a box of rocks. Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference.

Seth signaled again, pointing two fingers toward the narrow canyon mouth to the east. Then he closed his fist, opening it slowly. Draw it in.

Pax nodded once and broke cover, sprinting along the ridge with the demon in hot pursuit. Sand sprayed from beneath his boots as he ran, and Seth could hear the creature’s scales rasping against ground as it followed. The sound was wrong and unnatural, like arid bones grinding together.

Ari moved in from the opposite side, throwing a rock that cracked against the demon’s flank. The creature whipped around, momentarily confused by threats coming from multiple directions. Which was exactly what Seth needed.

He ran.

The canyon was maybe fifty yards away. There was a narrow gap between two massive rock formations that the demon would have to squeeze through to follow. Seth’s boots pounded against hard-packed earth as he circled wide, staying downwind, keeping the red of his headscarf below the ridgeline.

Behind him, he could hear his men continuing their deadly dance, drawing the creature forward. Making it angry. Making it chase.

Seth reached the canyon mouth and pressed himself against the rock wall, the stone still warm from the day’s heat. His breath came fast but steady. He’d done this before. Maybe not with a demon this size, but the principle was the same. Bait, trap, kill.

The scimitar in his hand was old, the blade curved and wickedly sharp, with script etched along its length that he suspected was some kind of protection spell. It had been gifted to him by a Lightworker metal mage in Syria that he’d saved from certain death several years ago. It had served him well ever since.

The demon’s hissing grew louder as it drew closer. Seth could smell it now, a reek of sulfur and rotting meat that cut through even the thick dust clogging the air. His inner jackal stirred restlessly, wanting to shift, to fight in fur and fang. But teeth wouldn’t do much against scales like armor plate. Steel was better. Steel and patience.

The creature’s head appeared at the canyon mouth, weaving from side to side as it squeezed between the rocks. Its eyes were yellow, slitted like a cat’s, and they burned with a malevolent intelligence that made Seth’s skin crawl. This wasn’t just an animal. This was something that truly enjoyed killing.

Seth held his breath and waited. The demon’s body followed its head, coiling through the narrow gap, scales scraping against sandstone. Ten feet in. Fifteen. Twenty.

Now.

Seth exploded from his hiding spot, scimitar already swinging in a vicious arc. The demon saw him, its yellow eyes widened with surprise, but it was too confined by the canyon walls to dodge effectively. It tried to rear back, tried to strike, but the narrow space worked against it.

The blade bit deep into the creature’s neck, just below the jaw and hot ichor sprayed across Seth’s arms, burning where it touched exposed skin. He ignored the pain and wrenched the scimitar free, then struck again. And again. Hacking through scale and muscle.

The demon thrashed, its massive body slamming against the canyon walls hard enough to shake loose a rain of pebbles and dust. Its tail whipped around, catching Seth across the ribs and sending him staggering. But the creature was weakening, its movements becoming jerky and uncoordinated.

One more strike. Seth put everything he had left into it, planting his feet, raising the scimitar overhead, and bringing it down with all the strength his human and jackal natures could muster.

The blade sheared through what remained of the demon’s neck. The head fell to the sand with a wet thud, those yellow eyes still burning with hatred even as the light faded from them. The body continued to twitch and coil for several long seconds before finally going still.

Seth stood there, breathing hard, ichor dripping from his blade and his arms. His ribs ached where the tail had caught him, and the chemical burns on his skin stung like hell, but he was alive. The demon wasn’t. He’d call that a win.

Footsteps approached from behind. Seth didn’t turn. He recognized the sound of Pax’s distinctive stride.

“Ugly bastard,” Pax said, pulling down his face covering to reveal his admiring grin. His twin appeared a moment later, equally pleased.

“Too bad we can’t question the mage.” Ari observed.

Seth nodded agreement even as Ari opened his canteen of water and doused Seth’s arms, diluting the acidic ichor. It was really disgusting stuff and Seth was grateful for the assist. He nodded at Ari in thanks.

Seth had hoped to capture the mage and find out who had sent him, but the man had been a bit too powerful to capture. Death had been the only alternative, which unfortunately left them wondering why he’d been summoning demons in this particular stretch of desert.

The Venifucus had been getting bolder lately, their operations spreading across the Middle East like wildfire. This was the third summoning Seth and his men had interrupted in as many months.

“I’m pretty sure we’ll have other chances. As long as the mages keep coming,” Seth said philosophically.

“And we keep killing their pets.” Pax agreed, moving to kick the demon’s severed head, but then he seemed to think better of it and stepped away. The thing’s mouth was still open, its fangs glistening with venom. “Though I wouldn’t mind a break. Maybe somewhere with beaches. And women. And drinks with little umbrellas.”

Seth was already moving toward the canyon mouth. The rest of his team would be regrouping at the vehicles, three klicks north. They needed to move before any of the mage’s buddies showed up with reinforcements.

He paused at the edge of the rocks and looked back at the demon’s corpse. Already the body was beginning to dissolve, the flesh sloughing away to reveal whatever passed for bones in a creature from another realm. By morning, there would be nothing left but a dark stain on the sand.

Good. Let the desert have it.

Seth unwrapped his headscarf as he walked, letting the red fabric flutter in the wind. His face felt raw, scoured by sand and sweat, but the khamsin was finally dying down. The western sky blazed orange and purple, painting the dunes in shades of fire.

Beautiful country. Dangerous as hell, but beautiful.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. Seth pulled it out and checked the screen. It lit with a message from Mark Peppard, one of his contacts in the shifter community. The jaguar Alpha didn’t reach out often, which meant this was important.

MARK: Need you in Germany. Situation developing at Kettering Castle. Call when you can.

Seth read the message twice, his eyebrows rising. Abdul Kettering had been a second-generation arms dealer. He’d been bankrolling Venifucus operations across Europe and had died a couple of months ago. In fact, Seth had finished him off after he’d fought with the lion Alpha, Sam Kinkaid, in Monaco.

The king of all lions and his new mate had finally taken out the bastard. Seth still wasn’t sure what that meant for the network of dark mages Kettering had been supporting, but Kettering Castle in Germany was rumored to be at the heart of that enterprise. He wasn’t completely surprised there was trouble brewing there.

He typed a quick response.

SETH: En route to extraction. Will call tonight.

Whatever was happening in Germany, it would have to wait until he got his team to safety. But as Seth hiked toward the rendezvous point, the demon’s yellow eyes still burning in his memory, he had a feeling his brief career as a desert exterminator was about to take an interesting turn.

The Golden Jackal was heading back to Europe.








  
  
Chapter 1




Three days of surveillance, and Seth was starting to think the castle was a write-off. 

He’d spent seventy-two hours watching Kettering’s stronghold from a secure position in the forest, rotating through three different vantage points to avoid detection. The property was impressive. It had gothic towers, manicured gardens, and enough security cameras to film a documentary. But since Kettering’s death, the place had been quiet.

Until now. Seth perked up as a small hatchback that had definitely seen better days crunched up the gravel drive and stopped directly in front of the main entrance. Not the service entrance. Not the side gate. Right at the massive front doors, bold as brass.

Seth lifted his binoculars, his inner jackal stirring with interest.

The woman who emerged from the little car made him frown. Mid-twenties, maybe. Hair pulled back in a bun so tight it had to give her a headache, she wore a business suit in a color that could only be described as “aggressive beige.” It was the kind of outfit designed to deflect attention rather than command it.

But it was her movements that caught his eye. She paused after closing the car door, her hand resting on the roof just a fraction too long. Her shoulders rose and fell with what looked like a steadying breath.

She was nervous.

Seth adjusted the focus. Her face came into sharper view. She was pale, but she looked determined, with the kind of set jaw that made it look like she was about to do something she didn’t want to do. As she reached for the briefcase on the passenger seat, her hand trembled.

No. Seth revised his opinion. She wasn’t just reluctant, she was terrified, though she was hiding it well.

She squared those dainty shoulders, gripped her small briefcase like a shield, and marched toward the entrance with the grim resolve of someone walking to their own execution.

Interesting.

He pulled out his phone and snapped a few photos, then sent a quick text to his contact at Kinkaid Industries.

SETH: New player just showed up. Young woman, early-to-mid thirties, brown hair, business attire. Entering main entrance. Running facial rec.

The response came back within moments from the security chief at Kinkaid Industries in Houston, Texas.

GAVIN: Identification confirmed. Petra Haas, age 37, Kettering’s second cousin twice removed. No known prior contact with Abdul Kettering or his operations. Librarian. Lives in London. Inherited everything when the will was read yesterday.

Seth read the message twice.

A librarian. Kettering’s empire—the arms dealing, the Venifucus connections, the whole blood-soaked mess—had fallen into the hands of a librarian who drove a hatchback and dressed like she was attending a particularly boring funeral.

The situation just got even more complicated.

He settled back against a tree trunk, keeping his binoculars trained on the entrance. Whatever Ms. Haas thought she was walking into, she had no idea what she’d actually inherited. And if anyone else from Kettering’s network decided she was a loose end that needed tying up…

His jackal growled low in his mind. Protective instincts stirring, even though he’d never met the woman. Shit. Seth had been hoping to slip in, assess what intelligence could be salvaged, and report back to Sam and Mark. Quick, clean, professional. Now he had a civilian in the mix—one who looked about as prepared for this world as a lamb walking into a den of wolves.

The front door opened. Petra Haas disappeared inside, and the door closed behind her with the finality of a trap snapping shut.

Seth exhaled slowly, already running through scenarios. Mark and Sam had asked him to monitor the situation. They hadn’t said anything about babysitting Kettering’s unsuspecting heir.

But they also hadn’t said anything about leaving an innocent civilian to get eaten alive by whatever vultures started circling the estate.

He pulled up his texts again, thumbs hovering over the screen. After a long moment, he typed his response.

SETH: Situation developing. Will advise.

Whatever happened next, Ms. Haas had just become his problem. Whether she knew it or not. And judging by that trembling hand and determined jaw, she was going to need all the help she could get.

Seth waited until Petra Haas had been inside for twenty minutes before he moved.

The castle’s security system was still active. Multiple cameras were sweeping predictable patterns. There were also motion sensors at the obvious choke points. But Kettering had been arrogant, and more concerned with keeping people out than monitoring his own grounds. Seth had mapped the blind spots on day one.

He made his way through the forest until he reached the east wing, where manicured gardens gave way to a stone terrace. The windows here were tall, mullioned affairs that belonged in a museum. Several stood open to catch the evening breeze.

From his new position behind a marble fountain, Seth had a clear view into what appeared to be the main hall. Petra stood near the entrance, briefcase clutched in both hands now, while an older man in impeccable formal attire addressed her with the rigid posture of someone who’d been a butler since birth.

Two women in housekeeping uniforms hovered nearby, and another lurked near the doorway. Seth caught a glimpse of that one, who he assumed was the cook, due to her chef’s whites and dour expression.

This was clearly a skeleton crew. Just enough to maintain the property.

Petra was nodding at whatever the butler said, but everything about her body language screamed discomfort. Her shoulders were up near her ears, and she kept shifting her weight from foot to foot. When the butler gestured toward the grand staircase, she actually took a half-step back before catching herself.

This woman clearly did not want to be here and Seth felt a surprising pang of sympathy for her. She truly was a stranger in a strange land. And it was definitely much stranger than she probably realized.

The sun was sinking toward the horizon, painting the sky in shades of orange and gold. Seth checked his watch, then glanced at the deepening shadows around him. Time to get closer.

He retreated into the tree line and began to strip. The jackal had learned long ago to stash his clothing where he could find them again before he shifted shape. A waterproof bag wedged into the hollow of an old oak did the job. Phone, wallet, weapons—everything human went into the bag. Then, he let the shift take him.

The world sharpened. Scents exploded into clarity. He smelled the faint odor of roses from the garden, motor oil from Petra’s car, cooking meat from the kitchen, and underneath it all, the distinctly magical residue that clung to everything Kettering had owned. The jackal’s hearing expanded, picking up the distant murmur of voices from inside the castle. Seth shook out his golden fur and trotted toward the terrace on silent paws.

By the time full darkness fell, the jackal had positioned himself beneath one of the dining room windows. The room was absurdly large for one person, featuring a long table that could seat twenty. There were gaudy crystal chandeliers and old oil paintings of stern-faced men in military uniforms. And at the far end, looking impossibly small and out of place, sat Petra Haas.

She’d changed out of the beige suit into something slightly less formal. She now wore dark slacks and a cream-colored blouse, but she still looked like she was sitting at an event she hadn’t really wanted to attend. One of the maids served soup from a silver tureen, and Seth watched Petra thank her quietly before the woman retreated. Then Petra was alone.

She stared at the soup for a long moment before picking up her spoon. She took one spoonful, then set the spoon down. Then, she looked around the cavernous room with an expression that made something twist in Seth’s chest. She looked lost.

No. She looked worse than lost. She looked profoundly, achingly lonely.

The jackal wanted to whine softly, and Seth had to wrestle back the urge to shift and…what? Climb in the window? Introduce himself as the mercenary who’d been spying on her all day?

Shaking himself quietly, he settled onto his haunches and kept watching. The butler returned. He was the same stiff, formal man who’d greeted her earlier. The jackal’s big ears perked forward, catching every word through the open window.

“The lawyers will arrive at nine o’clock tomorrow morning, madam,” the butler said in heavily accented English. “They have requested the use of the library for your meeting.”

“Thank you, Herr…” Petra hesitated.

“Müller, madam. I have served the Kettering family for thirty-two years.”

“Herr Müller.” She set down her soup spoon. “I wanted to ask you about the household. How many staff are there normally?”

“Master Abdul employed a full staff of twelve when in residence. At present, we are reduced to essential personnel only. That includes myself, Frau Dietrich the cook, and the housemaids Greta and Ilse. The groundskeeper comes twice weekly.”

Petra nodded slowly. “And are there any guests in residence, or that visit regularly? The lawyer mentioned something about Mr. Kettering having regular visitors.”

There was a long pause. The butler’s expression didn’t change, but something shifted in his posture. “Master Abdul was a patron of the arts, madam. Several craftspeople maintain a workshop in the lower chambers. They departed when Master Abdul’s death was announced, but I have received word they intend to return next week.”

The jackal’s hackles rose. Craftspeople. Right. More likely Venifucus mages who’d been using Kettering’s resources for their own purposes.

“I’d like to tour the workshop tomorrow,” Petra said. “After my meeting with the lawyers.”

“Of course, madam. I will prepare the keys.”

“Thank you, Herr Müller. That will be all for tonight.”

The butler bowed slightly and left. Petra sat alone again, staring at her soup.

She didn’t eat much. The maid cleared the first course and brought out the main. It was some kind of schnitzel with roasted vegetables that actually smelled incredible. Petra picked at it, managed a few bites, then set down her fork and simply sat there for a long while, staring into space.

She looked so small in that enormous room, beneath those glittering chandeliers, surrounded by the trappings of wealth she clearly wanted no part of. The jackal watched her shake herself after a few minutes, then resume pushing the food around her plate.

With a long sigh, she folded her napkin with careful, precise movements, then stood. She thanked the maid who came to clear the dishes, and walked out of the dining room with her shoulders hunched like she was bracing against a cold wind.

Something in Seth’s chest clenched hard. He’d seen a lot in his years as a mercenary. Cruelty, violence, greed. He’d witnessed the full spectrum of human ugliness. But this quiet sadness, this bone-deep loneliness radiating from a woman who’d done nothing wrong except be related to the wrong man? It got under his skin in a way bullets never had.

The jackal stayed quiet beneath the window, but he was agitated. His protective instincts flared hot and insistent, which made no damn sense. He didn’t know this woman. He hadn’t even spoken to her. But he knew what was coming.

He knew that when those “craftspeople” returned, they’d either try to recruit her or eliminate her. He knew that other players in Kettering’s network would surface soon, looking to claim what they thought was theirs. He knew in his bones that a thirty-seven-year-old librarian from London didn’t stand a chance against the kind of people who’d circled Kettering like vultures.

The jackal’s lips pulled back from his teeth in a silent snarl. Not on his watch.

Seth might be here on behalf of Sam and Mark, and he’d been tasked with gathering intelligence for the greater good and all that noble shit, but somewhere between watching her tremble as she got out of that hatchback and seeing her eat dinner alone in that ridiculous dining room, this had become personal. Petra Haas needed help whether she knew it or not, and Seth was going to make damn sure she got it, even if he had to reveal himself and his world to do it. He just had to figure out how to approach a woman who had no idea shifters existed without scaring her half to death.

The jackal huffed out a breath that was almost a laugh. When had his life become a tactical problem involving feelings?

Still. He’d faced down worse odds.

Seth settled into the shadows to keep his vigil, already planning his next move. The lawyers would arrive in the morning. The “craftspeople” would return in a week. That gave him a narrow window to make contact, assess her situation, and hopefully convince her she’d inherited more than just a castle and a fortune.

She’d inherited a war. And like it or not, she was going to need someone on her side who knew how to fight it.








  
  
Chapter 2




Petra had read the documents three times, but hearing the details spoken aloud by three somber German lawyers made it feel terrifyingly real. Maybe it was the German accents. Everything sounded very emphatic to English ears when said with a German accent. She tried to focus on the words and not just the feelings they produced in her. 

“The estate includes the castle and grounds, which comprise two hundred forty hectares,” Herr Kessler, the senior attorney, said in precise English. He was a thin man with steel-rimmed glasses that caught the library’s morning light. “There are also properties in Munich, Berlin, and Monaco. Bank accounts in six countries. Investment portfolios managed by three separate firms. The preliminary valuation puts the total worth at approximately four hundred twenty million euros.”

Petra’s stomach dropped. Again. It had been dropping repeatedly for the past hour. She felt sick.

“I see,” she managed, which was a lie. She didn’t see. Couldn’t see. The numbers were too large to feel real.

The second lawyer, Frau Weber, slid another document across the mahogany table. “There are also the business holdings. Kettering Enterprises maintains manufacturing facilities in three countries. The primary operations are located in Munich.”

Manufacturing. Right. That was one word for it. The initial research Petra had done before making this trip had turned up vague references to “industrial equipment” and “international trade.” Nothing concrete. Nothing that explained why a distant cousin she’d never met would leave her everything.

“What do they manufacture, exactly?” Petra asked.

There was a deliberate pause. Frau Weber glanced at Herr Kessler, who adjusted his glasses.

“The company specializes in precision machinery and component parts,” he said. “Much of it is sold to government contractors.”

The careful phrasing made Petra’s librarian instincts prickle. She’d spent fifteen years helping people research topics, learning to read between the lines of what was said versus what was meant.

“Arms,” she said flatly. “Abdul sold weapons.”

Another pause. Herr Kessler inclined his head slightly. “Among other things, yes.”

Of course he did. Because inheriting a castle and a fortune wasn’t complicated enough. She’d also inherited blood money.

Petra pressed her fingers to her temples, fighting back the headache that had been building since she’d walked into the library. Her library, now. She should feel comfortable here, being a librarian, and all, but somehow, she wasn’t. It wasn’t really her library. It still held Abdul’s mark and the marks of the men who had come before Abdul in a line of her family that was so distant as to be almost unrecognizable.

Still, the room was beautiful in an intimidating way. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves filled with leather-bound volumes made her want to explore the titles in depth. There was also a massive fireplace that could probably roast an entire pig, if she was so inclined. Most importantly, the windows overlooked a lovely section of the gardens through leaded glass panes.

Everything was expensive and utterly foreign to her small flat in Clerkenwell with its IKEA furniture and overflowing personal bookshelves.

“What are my options?” she asked.

The third lawyer, a younger man named Herr Braun, spoke for the first time. “You could sell everything. Liquidate the assets, dissolve the companies. It would take time to do properly, perhaps two years. Or you could maintain the holdings, hire management, collect the income from various trusts and investments.”

“Or I could walk away.”

Herr Kessler removed his glasses and cleaned them with a small cloth. “The inheritance is yours by right, Frau Haas. However, if you refuse it, the estate would enter probate. Given the complexity of the holdings and the lack of other heirs, the process could take a decade or more. Many of the current employees would lose their positions. The properties would likely be seized by various governments to settle outstanding claims.”

Oh, that was nice. He was hitting her with guilt. Lovely. Not only was she inheriting blood money, but refusing it would hurt innocent people who’d done nothing wrong except work for a man she was becoming less fond of by the minute.

“I need time to think,” Petra said.

“Of course.” Herr Kessler stood, and the others followed his lead. “We will return in two days with additional documentation. In the meantime, Herr Müller has been instructed to provide you with access to the entire property. If you have questions, please do not hesitate to contact our office.”

They filed out with the same formal precision they’d brought to every interaction. Petra remained seated, staring at the stacks of documents they’d left behind. Her inheritance, reduced to paper and legalese. Four hundred twenty million euros. And that was just the personal holdings. The businesses were worth even more. She could hardly fathom it.

She thought about her parents. Her mother, who’d worked as a translator. Her father, who’d taught history at a comprehensive school in Hackney. They’d lived comfortably, but modestly. Had saved for years to take Petra on a trip to Amsterdam when she was twelve. They would have been horrified by this.

Her mother especially. Mum had always known things, and felt things that couldn’t really be explained. She had warned Petra about dodgy boyfriends and sketchy job offers with an accuracy that went beyond normal maternal intuition. Petra had inherited a watered-down version of that gift. Just enough to get strong feelings about people and places, usually too vague to be truly useful.

Right now, that gift was telling her the castle held secrets that had nothing to do with money. Petra stood, smoothing down her skirt. She’d worn navy today, slightly less aggressive than yesterday’s beige. She thought of her suit as professional armor for a meeting that had left her feeling decidedly unprofessional.

She needed air. She needed to think somewhere that didn’t smell like leather and furniture polish and old money. The gardens outside those ancient windows called to her.

Herr Müller had explained the security system during her arrival yesterday. Cameras covered the main approaches, the entrances, the garage. Motion sensors protected the perimeter. She’d been somewhat relieved to hear that the gardens were less monitored. Something about the previous owner preferring privacy during his “contemplative walks.” She could totally understand that. Petra didn’t want anyone spying on her while she communed with nature either.

She walked deeper into the manicured grounds, past perfectly trimmed hedges and flower beds that were both extravagant and lavish. She found herself on a winding path that led away from the castle, toward a wilder section where the formal gardens gave way to something more natural.

A stone bench sat beneath an old oak tree, half-hidden by overgrown rose bushes. The kind of spot someone might go to hide from the world. It was perfect.

She sat, breathing in the scent of roses and earth and growing things. London felt very far away. Her flat, her job at the British Library, her quiet life of cataloging medieval manuscripts and avoiding her neighbor’s passive-aggressive notes about recycling bins. All of it felt like it belonged to someone else.

Maybe it did. Maybe the moment she’d gotten that call from Herr Kessler’s office, she’d stopped being Petra Haas, librarian, and had become someone new. Someone who inherited castles and fortunes and blood money. Someone who had absolutely no idea what to do with any of it.

“You look like you could use a friend.”

Petra jerked upright, heart hammering. A man stood a few feet away, near the roses. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair and the kind of casual stance that suggested he was completely comfortable sneaking up on people.

She should scream, or run, or do literally anything except sit there staring at him.

“I’m sorry,” he said, raising both hands in a peaceful gesture. “I didn’t mean to startle you. My name is Seth. I’ve been watching the castle for the past few days.”

That should have made it worse. His statement should have sent her sprinting back toward the house. Instead, something in her chest loosened.

He felt…right. Safe, in a way nothing else here had felt safe. Which was insane.

“You’ve been watching me?” Petra asked, proud that her voice came out steady. “That’s not exactly reassuring.”

“Fair point.” He lowered his hands but didn’t move closer. “I’m here on behalf of some people who had an interest in Abdul Kettering’s activities. We wanted to make sure his business associates didn’t cause problems after his death.”

“Business associates.” Petra’s laugh came out sharp. “You mean the arms dealers.”

“Among others.” Seth’s expression was serious and watchful. “There are aspects of Kettering’s operation that didn’t make it into the official records. Things the lawyers wouldn’t know to tell you about.”

Her stomach tightened. “What kind of things?”

“The workshop in the lower chambers, for one. When you tour the place, be very careful what you touch. Some of the things down there aren’t as harmless as they appear to be.”

Petra studied him. He was handsome in a rough-edged way. He looked like the kind of man who knew how to handle himself in situations that required more than lawyers and paperwork. She should absolutely not trust him, but yet…

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked.

“Because you’re walking into something dangerous without realizing it.” His voice was quiet, serious. “And because I have a feeling you’re not the type of person who’d willingly participate in the kind of operation Kettering was running.”

That settled in her chest, warm and certain. He was right. Whatever her distant cousin had been involved in, she wanted no part of it.

“The lawyers said some craftspeople would be returning next week,” she said slowly. “To continue working in the workshop.”

Seth’s jaw tightened. “Those aren’t craftspeople. At least, not the kind you’re thinking of. When they come back, you’ll need to make some decisions about how you want to handle things.”

“What things? What are you talking about?”

He was quiet for a moment, and Petra got the distinct impression he was weighing how much to tell her. Deciding whether she could handle the truth.

She’d had people do that to her way too often in her life. She didn’t like it. Usually, it was because they thought she was too quiet, too bookish, and too fragile to deal with reality.

“I can handle whatever you’re going to say,” she said firmly. “I’ve buried both my parents. I’ve crossed half of Europe to deal with an inheritance I never wanted. I think I can manage a difficult conversation.”

Something shifted in his expression. She thought she saw respect, maybe, in his dark, mysterious eyes. “After you tour the castle, meet me back here. I’ll explain everything. But you should see it first, so you’ll understand what I’m talking about.”

“Why should I trust you?”

“You shouldn’t.” He smiled slightly. “But you’re going to anyway, aren’t you?”

Petra wanted to argue. She wanted to point out that she was perfectly capable of being sensible and cautious, except he was right. Something about him felt familiar in a way she couldn’t explain. It was like recognizing a song she’d never heard before but somehow, to which she knew all the words. Her mother would have called it a knowing. A certainty that bypassed logic and went straight to instinct.

“I’ll meet you here later this afternoon,” she said. “But if you’re planning to murder me and steal my inheritance, I should warn you that I’ve left detailed instructions with my solicitor in London to give everything to charity.”

“Noted.” His smile widened slightly. “I’ll see you this afternoon, Petra.”

He turned and walked back toward the wilder section of the garden, disappearing into the trees with the kind of easy grace that suggested he’d done this sort of thing before.

Petra sat very still, processing everything she’d just learned. A stranger had been watching her. He’d approached her in the garden. He’d warned her about mysterious workshop and people who weren’t what they seemed.

She should probably tell Herr Müller, or better yet, call the police. She should do literally anything except agree to meet a strange man in a secluded spot later today. Instead, she stood and walked back toward the castle, her mind already turning over everything Seth had said.

The workshop that wasn’t what it appeared to be. Abdul had clearly had some associates who weren’t arms dealers, or at least not only arms dealers.

In the library, surrounded by leather, formality, and careful legal language, everything had felt overwhelming but comprehensible. Numbers and documents and decisions that could be made with time and advice. Now, walking back through gardens, Petra had the distinct feeling she’d been looking at the situation all wrong. This wasn’t just about money and property and business holdings. This was about something else entirely.

And the man in the garden, the one who felt inexplicably safe despite every logical reason not to trust him, was apparently the only person willing to tell her the truth about it. Petra reached the terrace and paused, looking back toward the oak tree and its hidden bench. Her mother had taught her to trust her instincts and pay attention to the knowing when it came.

Right now, her instincts were saying that Seth, whoever he was, wasn’t the danger she needed to worry about. The real danger was waiting in the workshop beneath the castle, and she was about to walk straight into it.








  
  
Chapter 3




Lunch was another solitary affair in the cavernous dining room. Frau Dietrich had prepared something that Herr Müller announced as “Tafelspitz with root vegetables and horseradish sauce.” It looked beautiful and tasted like dust in Petra’s mouth. She forced herself to eat anyway, mindful of the cook’s efforts and her own need to keep her energy up. 

The morning had been draining. It had been full of numbers and legal terminology, and the weight of decisions she wasn’t ready to make. Then she’d had her confusing encounter with Seth in the garden, which should have frightened her but instead had left her feeling oddly steadied. She came away from it feeling as if someone had finally told her the truth, even if she didn’t fully understand it yet.

Now she had to face touring the castle and the mysterious workshop. The place Seth had specifically warned her about.

Be careful what you touch, he’d said. What kind of bloody warning was that?

Herr Müller appeared as she finished her coffee. “If you are ready, madam, I will conduct the tour of the castle.”

“Thank you.” Petra stood, smoothing her skirt. “I’d like to see everything.”

“Of course.”

He led her through the ground floor first, opening doors to reveal room after formal room. A music salon with a gleaming grand piano. A smoking room with leather chairs and oil paintings of hunting scenes. A conservatory filled with orchids that must require constant attention.









