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To Paula Peppers. Thank you for always putting out positive energy into the universe. Your love of ghosts inspired the idea behind this book. Enjoy!
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When a lady has failed to find love in the usual ways, she will turn to the paranormal...

American Miss Arabella Tamsyn Goodridge has never belonged anywhere, but when one of her British cousins wishes for her to be a part of her upcoming nuptial ceremony ahead of the All Hallow’s celebrations, she jumps at the chance, especially when they’re staying in haunted Coventry Castle, set close to the Scottish Highlands. She has always believed in ghosts and ghouls, yet she’s dismally practical, except when it comes to falling in love with the resident spirit... apparently.

Percival Allan Bradenton—Marquess of Coventry—and half Scottish on his father’s side, has been missing and presumed dead for two years. Without a body, his uncle can’t legally claim the title, but Allan refuses to come out of hiding until he can figure out who wishes to kill him. To stave off boredom as well as look for clues, he haunts his family’s castle in the countryside in the Highlands, until one night when he stumbles into a woman who turns his head and changes his life... exceptionally.

With her knowledge of herbal remedies and ease in bonding with animals, Bella is often slandered as a witch, but when she comes upon a man who should be dead and desire flares, she partners with him in solving a mystery. With a plot afoot to keep Allan from his birthright, danger bedevils them. As Halloween and the wedding quickly approaches, she and Allan strive to keep him alive, and unless they’re fortunate in flushing out the guilty party in theatrical fashion, they’ll never have a chance for a romance they never knew they needed... eternally.

... for there is no use for a societal reputation when a delicious ghost is involved.
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October 10, 1818

Paddington House

Grosvenor Square

Mayfair, London

Miss Arabella Goodridge stood amidst the mess that was her best friend’s bedchamber with her hands on her hips and doubt in her mind that all the garments scattered about would be able to fit in the already overflowing trunks in the room.

She’d been staying in this townhouse for the past few weeks; her best friend had written and said she couldn’t move forward without Arabella at her side, for Rachel was due to be wed at the end of the month. In Scotland of all places. Apparently, her husband-to-be’s best friend was half Scottish, and that man’s uncle was the heir apparent of the Coventry title and fortunes—as well as Coventry castle—except no one had been able to find the marquess’s body to legally declare him dead, which meant everything regarding the estate and monies was on hold.

The possibility of perhaps meeting a ghost both lit Arabella’s curiosity and fired her imagination. Did she believe in such things? Yes and no. Ghosts were much like anything else in life; some could see them while others could not, but she was far too practical and logical to think they were everywhere or that they were a usual occurrence.

According to Rachel’s ramblings, Coventry Castle had been dormant and wasn’t used much in the last two years, but since the marquess had promised her fiancé David the castle for their nuptial ceremony, the uncle had had no choice but to agree, especially since they’d been engaged for as long as the man had been missing, and Rachel refused to postpone the date any longer pending a new development in the marquess location—dead or alive.

Neither should she. The poor thing wanted to be a bride and start her married life. It wasn’t her fault there was drama with her in-law’s circle of acquaintances.

So, that was how the wedding came to take place, scheduled for the thirtieth of October, the day before Halloween- All Hallow’s Eve- or Samhain as the day was called in Scotland. The event would make a perfect weeklong celebration for the families, friends, and societal guests, as well as the people from the surrounding hamlets.

“Bessie! Where is the gown in peacock blue?” Miss Rachel Paddington yelled from the opposite side of the cluttered room. “I need that gown.”

The maid bustled in and immediately tried to soothe Arabella’s best friend. “I’ve already packed it, miss. In the trunk that was already sent down.”

She watched the exchange with a faint smile, for Rachel had always been a bit hysterical and excitable just before important events. They had known each other since finishing school in Brighton. Arabella’s parents—her father was the American ambassador to England—had decided to send her to that particular school in the hopes of refining her social skills and having some “beau monde class” rub off on her. Instead, she’d hidden in libraries where she studied local plants and herbs, the same things she did at home in New York.

“Thank you, Bessie.” Rachel huffed out a breath. “Please locate my white dressing gown. I simply cannot embark on a honeymoon trip without it.”

Arabella bit back the urge to laugh, for Rachel was the youngest of three daughters of Baron Carlisle, and there were times when her aristocratic streak came through as haughtiness.

“I’ll try my best, miss.” Again, the maid dashed off while a footman came in, grabbed one of the closed trunks, and then exited the room with it.

“Take a few deep breaths, Rachel. It won’t be the end of the world if you don’t take all the clothing you own.” They were both nine and twenty now, and where Arabella had known nothing but misfortune when it came to attracting a man—with a middle name of Tamsyn, everyone was well aware she might have “witchy” connections—Rachel had been quite popular in every social circle she stepped into. It was probably due to her strawberries-and-cream English complexion and her beautiful blonde hair that resembled gold in the sunlight. “You are letting the minutiae distract from the joy.”

“You’re right. Of course you are.” With a sigh, Rachel waded through the mess on the floor to join Arabella on a low sofa. “I’m glad you’re here. You’ll keep me calm.”

“You haven’t changed much from those finishing school days,” she said with a smile. “You always feel everything far too deeply, which means you go from the highest of highs to the lowest of lows too quickly.”

“That’s because love changes everything.” Rachel clutched Arabella’s hand. “You wouldn’t know since you’ve never been in love, but Bella, it’s marvelous with the right person.”

She kept her own counsel, for over the years, Rachel had fancied herself “in love” with no less than six men before managing to bring Viscount Preston up to scratch. “Well, you’ve picked a lovely place to have your wedding. I can’t even imagine how old Coventry Castle is.”

“Ages and ages, I’d say. At least back to Highlander times. Probably before that. I’m told one whole wing is off limits due to crumbling roofs and walls.” She waved a hand as if it didn’t matter. “Apparently, the Coventry uncle isn’t in residence much, although there are rumors he has men in his employ at the property often prowling about for God only knows what.”

Arabella snorted. “The marquess’ body, most likely.”

“Yes, well, it will make my guests nervous, and I don’t want such hulking beasts about during the ceremony.”

“I’m sure the uncle has more sense than that, and no doubt hosting a wedding will make him look more palatable to the villagers and others on his land should he eventually take the title.”

Rachel rolled her eyes. “None of that interests me. Obviously, I’m saddened that Percival has either gone missing or is dead, but I have a wedding to look forward to.”

“Of course. Perhaps we should return to packing.”

“Right.” The other woman nodded and sprang once more to her feet. “So much to do.”

“I’ve heard stories that the castle is haunted by a ghost. It would be so interesting to meet a ghost.” Both thrilling and terrifying she suspected.

“Fairy stories, nothing more. You know this.” Another sigh escaped her. “I’m getting married in twenty days, Bella. In Scotland. There is still so much to do but during half that time, I’ll be stuck in a traveling coach and posting inns.”

“Enjoying a trip before you wed your viscount,” Arabella added. “Think about what awaits you at the end of the journey—parties and fetes and dinners and dancing.” Because, of course, Rachel couldn’t do anything without being the center of attention.

“That knowledge is a comfort to me, and I have heard the Highlands are beautiful, especially at this time of year. I hope they’ll lend themselves well to romance.”

“No doubt they will. You and your fiancé should get on just fine.” Arabella smiled as Rachel tossed a book into her trunk before slamming the lid closed. Her friend wasn’t that big of a reader, but she knew Arabella was, and she never failed to sneak her books when she could. “The viscount is a nice man whom you have been engaged to for two years. Surely you know everything about him by now.”

“I suppose, but what if he’s lied?” Concern wrinkled Rachel’s brow. “Men do that.”

“So do women.” Poor thing. “However, two years is an eternity to stick to a lie, especially for a man.” She shrugged. “Have faith that everything will work out, and the two of you are well matched so you’ll meet what comes together.”

Rachel nodded. “I should think that will give you confidence in finding a match of your own.”

“We’re not talking about me. And you do need to finish packing. Your father will bellow before too long.”

“He will. Already we’re behind schedule.” She closed the lid on another trunk and pointed to a different one when a footman came in to retrieve more luggage. “Perhaps I’m just out of sorts regarding the travel. It will be about two weeks before we reach Coventry Castle. Not much time to plan for a contingency after that if something goes wrong.”

“Then don’t think about it. Think about everything that will go right, and then at the end, you’ll marry the man you love. Your future will be secure.” It would feel so lovely to have that sort of security, for she would never have that chance.

Though she had been a darling in society in New York city, no one had ever caught her eye or her heart. Most of her time was spent with books or poking about haunted places, and when not doing either activity, she took long walks in the woods and countryside searching for mushrooms, herbs, and other plants that would heal people of minor ailments. She cared nothing for society or money or titles or power.

Much to her parents’ chagrin.

But some of that wasn’t her fault. Everyone thought she was heedless of the whispers and  the gossip, but she was well aware that they insinuated she was a witch, which was why she spent so much time alone and in the forests. Ater all, what sort of proper man would take a chance on a woman like her with rumors attached to her name? An ache went around her heart before she pushed all those thoughts away. It didn’t matter. She didn’t need a man to fulfill her  or be whole.

A fact that needed repeating. “I don’t need a man to fulfill me or be whole.”

Rachel cast her a glance that said such thinking was beyond madness. “But... men are such lovely creatures, so strong and warm and how can you survive without kisses?”

“Depends on the kiss, I suppose.” 

Her friend snorted. “You say that because you’ve never been kissed hard enough you forget your own name.”

Was that even possible? “That is most certainly true.” To date, she hadn’t enjoyed one that captivated her body, mind, or soul. “Quite frankly, I don’t know if that is logically possible. I mean, a kiss is merely a meeting of lips, is it not? A sign of affection between and man and a woman?”

For long moments Rachel stared at her. “Oh, my silly, naïve friend, I hope when you find the man meant for you, he not only knocks such erroneous thoughts from your head but shows you how lovely a romantic relationship can be.”

A touch of warmth moved into Arabella’s cheeks. “That remains to be seen.”

Rachel blew out an annoyed breath. “Studying plants and herbs are all well and good, and will no doubt help many people someday, but they won’t keep you warm at night.” The smile she gave held a sad edge. “I worry over your future, Bella. Don’t keep yourself aloof from people as you worship on the altar of knowledge and witchy medicine, because it will be a lonely life.”

“Some women are not meant to be married, Rachel. I believe I am one of those women.” She shrugged. “While I feel there is nothing wrong with such a plight and I feel no shame regarding that, my parents obviously feel differently.” Which was one of the reasons she had been grateful for the invitation to travel to London and then on to Scotland with her friend. The constant attempts from them at matchmaking had caused relentless anxiety which required an escape. A sigh left her throat. “Perhaps I shall convince my father to buy me a small cottage in the countryside so I can keep a garden, and possibly own a cat.”

That wouldn’t be such a bad life, and if some in society already thought her a witch, she might as well embrace the mantle with authority.

“Perish the thought!” Rachel shook her head. “I’m not giving up on you, Bella. Mark my words. You’ll be engaged before we leave Scotland.”

“Sure, darling. At least you’ll have something to take your mind off travel.” They had drifted wildly off topic. After she cleared her throat, she said, “Have faith everything regarding your wedding will go according to plan.” She knew her friend liked everything to run tightly on schedule and she rarely deviated from that, but Arabella wasn’t like that. She liked to be surprised by life and where it would leave. To find joy and beauty in the moment.

Of course, that had gotten her into trouble before.

“Perhaps you’re right.” Rachel came closer and took her hand. “I’m glad you are coming and I’m glad you are standing up with me. I would probably faint dead away if it weren’t for you to ground me.”

“Just like I used to do in finishing school.” That prompted a grin from Arabella. “Let us not delay further with the packing. Your father is no doubt pacing the entryway.”

Besides, she was excited to go on this trip. She’d never been to Scotland, and the Highlands sounded so magical and fascinating. At some point while they were there, she hoped to go exploring and to learn about the ancient lore that might help with her apothecary studies as well as hear spooky stories handed down from generation to generation. Or see heather in its natural environment and perhaps dip a toe into a loch to discover if the water was hot or cold. Oh, and she’d heard someone in passing say there were hairy cows in the Highlands. Wouldn’t that be a sight? To say nothing of listening to stories around a bonfire that hearkened back to when there were Highland warriors or ones having to do with ghosties and ghoulies.

It would be something different from day-to-day life.

Not long after, Viscount Preston stood in the doorway. He rapped on the frame. “Dear ladies, I hate to prod you along, but we really do need to make inroads into leaving. There is only so much daylight to work with these days.”

Arabella smiled, for when Rachel went to meet him, he immediately took her hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed the back. With their blonde heads together and matching looks of dreamy romance, they were truly well suited for each other. “I have been trying to hurry her along.”

The viscount nodded. “It seems my dear fiancée is an over packer.” He looked at Rachel. “Darling, you do realize we will be back in England within a month. All these items will be waiting for you in my townhouse after the honeymoon.”

She huffed. “What if I need something?”

“If we can’t buy it from the nearest village or even Inverness, then you don’t need it.” He patted her hand. “Please hurry. I’m anxious to reach Coventry Castle, if only because it will remind me of Percival.”

“Ah, your presumed deceased best friend,” Arabella said with sympathy in her voice.

He frowned. “It’s not presumed. There is evidence he is quite deceased. Why haven’t they found the body?”

An interesting question to be sure, and she would answer it with one of her own. “Well, I would imagine there are more than a few reasons why a body hasn’t been found. Besides, you don’t act like a man in mourning. Why is that?”

The viscount shrugged, and oddly, he wouldn’t quite meet her eyes. “I can’t accept it, I suppose. Perhaps once I’m at the castle and truly see him not standing up with me for my nuptial ceremony, everything will feel all too real.” There was enough emotion in his voice to make the rebuttal believable. “I miss him.”

“Hush, David. Don’t trouble yourself. Arabella didn’t mean to upset you,” Rachel whispered to him as she clung to his hand. “She hasn’t the history you do and hasn’t heard the horrid tales regarding his uncle.”

“I know.” He nodded. This time he did look at Arabella. “It is difficult without my best friend. We were supposed to go through everything in life together, had even pledged that if one of us were to marry, the other would do the same within six months.” With a pause to apparently compose himself, he then continued. “Percival was everything that I always hoped I could be.”

“You are every bit as good as the marquess,” Rachel said with conviction in her voice and a dreamy expression on her face. “Why else do you think I chose you?”

The viscount snorted. “Oh? Were you sweet on him as well?”

“Absolutely not, but Coventry was quite handsome and imposing. And when he allowed his Scottish brogue to come out...” She winked at him. “But he didn’t set my heart to dancing like you do, my love.”

“That is all to the good.” There was a tiny bit of relief behind his grin.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Arabella said as she thrust away the envy in her chest. She wanted a love that would transcend all hardships, and that was exactly what Rachel had with her viscount. Despite the inconsistencies in the story of the missing or dead marquess, there was no denying these two were in love, and their nuptial ceremony would be lovely.

Rachel patted his arm. “You are brave to go on knowing your best friend is gone but you are using his castle. He shall be with you in spirit, I’m sure.”

“There is nothing else I can do, for he did give me permission the last time that I saw him,” the viscount said with a frown. “At least there is nothing I can do at the moment. While everything remains unsettled, that is,” he said quickly.

Interesting. Arabella glanced sharply at him. What an odd way to phrase that. Something wasn’t quite right regarding the marquess or rather his disappearance, she could sense it, but there was so much frenetic activity around them, she couldn’t concentrate on it.

That or her imagination was acting up again. It remained to be seen what would happen, but she looked forward to the adventure all the same.
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October 23, 1818

Coventry Castle

Just north and west of Inverness

Near Bunchrew

Highlands, Scotland

Bloody hell.

Percival Allan Bradenton—Marquess of Coventry—stood listening in the secret passage that ran around the drawing room, and when he came to his favorite spying spot, he paused.

As much as he didn’t want to have guests in the castle, he absolutely knew who this group probably belonged to—his best friend David Eller, the Viscount of Preston. A myriad of emotion clogged his chest, for he’d waited for the day when David would wed his love, but unfortunately, he—Percival—was supposed to have been dead for the past two years.

Two long years.

Tamping on the urge to huff with annoyance, he quietly slid back a slim panel that provided eye holes which aligned with a painting of his grandfather. In fact, it had been that austere man who’d told him about the secret passages all over the castle. What was more, he hadn’t told Percival’s father or uncle. Whether those two men had discovered them on their own, he didn’t know, but they’d never discussed such things with him over the years.

Excitement buzzed through the butler’s voice as he addressed the people coming into the room. While Percival watched, his thoughts wandered back to his grandfather.

His grandfather held the marquess title and he was also a Scottish laird, but he had been a man of harsh contrasts. When it had come to his wife, there was nothing the man wouldn’t have done for her—time and again he’d maintained that love was everything—but when it had come to other members of his family, he was quite horrid. It wasn’t a secret he hadn’t liked his sons, for their views on politics, farming, religion, and everything else had been the direct opposite of his.

And that he hadn’t tolerated.

When Percival had come along, his grandfather poured all his attention on him and his sisters. Which, as it turned out, had ended up saving his life, and for the past two years, he’d existed merely due to hiding, lurking in Coventry Castle much like a ghost—he’d even gone so far as to make eerie noises to make certain curious guests or family members stayed away—for he was sure that his Uncle Charles had tried to have him killed, more than once, which had thrown Percival’s father’s untimely death into question.

Had Father been murdered?

There had been no time or opportunity to figure that out. With the servants on his side—they were a particularly loyal bunch—he’d remained hidden in the bowels of the castle as well as a bedchamber in the west wing where no one ever went due to repairs being desperately needed. Far too many drafts were felt on that side of the structure, and along with sections of the roof that were a bit dodgy there, it basically ensured he never had curious visitors. To say nothing of the fact that the suite he occupied was hidden behind a false wall and yet another secret passageway.

In another life, it could have been a cozy existence instead of one fraught with frustration, loneliness, and questions.

Yet, it was also peaceful. His rooms were on the third level where he could watch the countryside and the approach to the castle from the rear of the property. He could see the hedge maze, which had fallen into disrepair and overgrowth due to neglect, the rolling back lawns, the glimmer of the River Spey as well as the towering shadows of the Cairngorms mountains. Beautiful country in the cradle of all of Nature’s goodness, but he could only enjoy it under the cover of darkness when no one else was about.

Of course, that solitude had let him search for clues, and as he prowled through the secret places in the castle, he constantly listened to his uncle’s conversations and meetings with his man-of-affairs—whenever they were both in residence—to find some sort of link to his harrowing brushes with death and the fact that man had been behind them.

Laughter from the room beyond his hiding place wrenched him from his thoughts.

Again, and with growing annoyance, he focused on the drawing room, which rapidly filled with people as more guests spilled into the room. The new arrivals had obviously shed outerwear and were windblown, for at any given time there was always a breeze in the Highlands, but today, dark clouds and energy in the wind portended a storm would arrive shortly. That suited him just fine, for that would mean the guests would seek out warm fires and the drafts would curtail explorations.

As well, the gloom suited the time of year. Samhain was nearly upon them, and his best friend’s nuptial ceremony would be held at the castle the day before All Hallow’s Eve. After that, according to the groom with whom he exchanged letters steadily through the housekeeper and butler’s assistance, there would be a huge bonfire that night, and on the thirty-first, they would hold a ball to celebrate the union. Villagers, local gentry, and any members of the ton in the vicinity had been invited. Even his two sisters had been sent invitations, from what David had told him. Unfortunately, those ladies were not aware that Percival was still alive—for obvious reasons—but they all enjoyed the property in Scotland.

His heart squeezed. Damn but he missed his siblings. His mother had died when he’d been quite young during childbirth, but his father had remarried, and the girls were a product of that union. It didn’t matter to Percival that they were half-siblings, for he’d doted on them before his life had been plunged into danger. Still would, once everything was cleared, but for now, they would need to mourn. It couldn’t be helped.

Then he nearly lost feeling in his legs when his best friend came into view. Bloody hell but he’d missed that man so much over the past two years. Though they corresponded regularly and in secret, they hadn’t met personally in that time. Out of everyone he knew, he trusted David with his life. Together, they meant to trap his uncle into confessing.

Now that he was here, perhaps that timeline could be accelerated.

As he watched, David’s gaze went to the painting over the fireplace. Their eyes locked for a second, and his friend gave an almost imperceptible nod. It was comforting to have him here. They were slated to meet after tomorrow at midnight after everyone was settled—it would have been far too hectic to do it tonight—and if it was storming, even better. The noise would cover any conversation or footsteps behind walls.

The moment passed as chatter and laughter filled the room, and he was melancholy about that. David’s attention went to the guests, and Percival frowned. He hadn’t been seen in society for so long, and he found he rather missed the banter, the flirting, the music. Or just the ability to talk to someone, hear their voices. Yes, he interacted with the servants upon occasion, but it wasn’t the same as taking a cup of tea with someone or discussing the events of the day.

Living in the walls will slowly drive me mad.

However, he couldn’t complain, for he was truly kept in style. Tucked away, he had plenty of clothing and food and liquor. True, he could only go outside under cover of darkness, dressed as a bricklayer, and only for short bouts lest someone recognize him, but it was freedom, nonetheless, and prevented him from going completely ‘round the bend.

“Welcome, everyone, to Coventry Castle! I hope you’ll feel at home here during your stay as well as within your festivities!”

Damn.

Percival was once more wrenched out of his thoughts as his treacherous uncle entered the drawing room. After a quick glance at the man whose back was to him, he softly slid the portrait piece back into place. It wouldn’t do for his uncle to question things now, but he stood in place, listening.

Of course he held court as if he were a king, as if he owned the crumbling pile of stones, and while that sent hot annoyance through Percival, there was nothing he could do about it just now. Forced to listen, he did just that.

“You may explore the castle as you will, with the exception of the west wing,” Uncle Richard said with a chuckle. “It is strictly off limits due to safety concerns. Wouldn’t want a member of the wedding party falling through termite-eaten flooring or crushed beneath falling stones, hmm?” A round of weak laughter went through the assembled company. “However, there is much left to entertain you, and you’re welcome to the grounds as well. Room assignments have been given. As soon as the housekeeper arrives and the footmen haul up your luggage, you are all free to find your rooms.”

Murmurs of surprise or delight circled around the room.

Uncle Richard clapped his hands. “For now, I have ordered tea for you to enjoy here. Unfortunately, I have business elsewhere and cannot partake.”

He stifled a snort. I’m sure you do, you bastard. Daring much, Percival opened the slot in the portrait again. That man wanted the title more than anything, and if Uncle Richard knew his nephew was still alive, he wouldn’t put it past him to just murder him in cold blood then dump his body in the river.

I am not going to let that happen, but I only need proof to act!

David held court in the middle of the room; Uncle Richard’s hasty retreat hadn’t been remarked upon. He held a cup of tea in his right hand while a few members of what Percival assumed were the wedding party chatted to him. Then a petite woman with blonde hair and the perfect English complexion broke away from a group of ladies to reach his side. Immediately, the viscount bussed her cheek, laughed when she blushed.

Ah, this must be his fiancée, and frankly, the woman was exactly as she’d been written about in his letters. A retiring little thing that would be the perfect viscountess and hostess. “Do stop, Preston.”

“You don’t like it when I show affection?” he asked with teasing in his voice, and even from Percival’s position he could see a wicked twinkle in the man’s eyes.

“I do but not in front of everyone,” the lady said.

A gentleman in the room chuckled. “Well, it’s no secret the two of you are marrying soon. You go ahead and continue to woo her, Preston.”

Good natured laughter went around the room.

The corners of Percival’s lips twitched, but when another woman entered the room, all hints of gaiety faded. Immediate interest twisted up his spine, for she was different than the others. Why, though? She hadn’t said a word as of yet, and she hadn’t made inroads into seeking anyone out for conversation. As she helped herself to a cup of tea and then daintily dropped a small lump of sugar into the amber depths as she swept her gaze over the portraits hanging on the wall opposite where he observed her from. 

And still he continued to watch her with a slight frown. Why the devil did he think her different? She was dressed, perhaps not in the height of English fashion, but not like a vagrant. The cut of her dress was slightly different, but the plain style suited her average frame, and the blue hue suited her pale skin. Dark brown hair had been caught back in a loose chignon, and as she moved through the room, there was a maddening shadow of russet or perhaps cranberry strands visible. A trick of the light or did her hair have such coloration?

Fascinating.

She held herself differently than the other women, as if she expected excitement or magic to happen at any second. Blue gray eyes sparkled in the candlelight, but as everyone else mingled through the room with happy chatter about the wedding and upcoming entertainments, she toured the large space, inspecting items in the curio cabinets, examining objetse d’art, or peering at portraits and paintings. Her full lips were slightly curved into a faint smile.

Did she find something amusing about the décor or was she secretly making jest of the people around her? And why the devil did he desperately want to know?

Finally, after drawing to a halt in front of the fireplace, she stretched out her free hand toward the flames. Almost, he could feel the heat of the fire on his own skin, but perhaps that was because the bricks he rested his own hand against were warm from that same fire. Then, she slowly raised her gaze to the portrait of his grandfather where Percival peered out from behind.

Unexpectedly, their eyes met through the painting. She squinted, clearly unsure, and for the space of a few heartbeats, he was frozen, staring at her. One of her dark eyebrows rose in surprise as she was probably asking herself if the painting wasn’t all it should be. When she briefly turned her head to inquire to the bride-to-be about the portrait, he could almost hear her mind working—does that painting look odd to you, almost lifelike?—David sailed over to the two women, plowed his way between them, and then led them away from the fireplace with a laugh that sounded far too nervous. 

Percival took the opportunity to quietly slide the panel closed.

“Don’t be silly, Miss Goodridge. Nothing lifelike about any of the paintings in this pile. Old castles are always like that, full of shadows and ghosties. No doubt whatever you saw was merely a trick of the flickering candlelight or fatigue brought on by travel.”

“I suppose you must be correct.” Those dulcet tones almost had him spying on her once more, but he couldn’t risk it, so he strained his ears to listen. “I’ll admit I have never been inside an honest to goodness castle before. One doesn’t stumble onto many of those in America.”

Ah, so that was the accent in her voice. It only made her that much more interesting. 

David’s chuckle had gained more strength by this time. “Well, England as well as Scotland is quite a bit older than your fledgling country. Perhaps tomorrow if you’d like, we could get a group together and tour the open areas of the castle. We’re liable to stumble upon other interesting parts of it, and in the light of day, you’ll see that poking into shadows will reveal nothing more than dust, cobwebs, and probably mouse droppings.”

“Preston, do behave!” came his bride-to-be’s horrified admonition. “How can I sleep tonight knowing there might be mice creeping about?”

“I apologize, dearest, but there usually are mice creeping about.”

Then one of the ladies laughed, a wonderful bark of laughter and not one of those controlled, tinkling sorts of laughs ladies of the ton were trained to make. Had it been Miss Goodridge? “Well, Lord Preston, I am not afraid of mice.”

“Ghosts then, surely Miss Goodridge? No doubt the castle is full of them too. Some more annoying than others, I’ll wager.”

Percival couldn’t help his grin this time, for he was one of those ghosts.

“Ah, but I don’t believe in ghosts or ghouls or fairies no matter how hard that I might want to.” Her sigh sounded long suffering as if she were well versed in having this same conversation with other people over the years. 

Then David’s intended spoke. “But witches are in your bloodline, Bella. Even with that, you still don’t believe in matters of the occult?”

What was this, then? Miss Goodridge was a witch?

The woman in question huffed. “Truly, Rachel?” Another bit of conversation she’d been forced to indulge in recently? “As history suggests, the late 1600s were not a pleasant time in the Colonies or rather America now. Just because a woman was accused of being a witch doesn’t mean that she was one. The measures men used as ‘proof’ of witches were heavily skewed, and they were very easy for men to rid themselves of nagging wives, troublesome mistresses, or even enemies.” There was enough annoyance in her voice that Percival had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.

Would that I could see David’s face!

“It would seem this subject will lead to a heated discussion, of which we are all too tired to do justice to at the moment,” the viscount said, ever the diplomat.
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