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      There is nothing magical about Cassian Jourdain, nor does he come from a magical family, but Nightshade Manor was his home. This is where he had expected to grow old and die a bachelor. Except, now he has an opportunity to go back and claim what had been lost, which he intends to do until he meets Lady Samantha Ellis. Now he is torn between duty and his heart.

      Lady Samantha Ellis has always loved music. She can hear it in the wind, laughter, tears, and nearly every person’s tone, except for Mr. Cassian Jourdain’s. It is a conundrum that her mother insists is not unusual, but Samantha remains intrigued and wonders if she is drawn to him because he is handsome and fascinating or because he is an enigma that may have stolen her heart.

      However, when Lady Samantha faces a danger that had been foretold, Cassian realizes that his fortune and destiny are tied to hers. But without magic of his own, will he be able to save her, or will she be lost to him forever as their fortunes converge and predictions come true.
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      Nightshade Manor, Bocka Morrow, Cornwall, England ~ December 1814

      

      Quiet beauty was Lady Samantha Ellis.

      Delicate with rich mahogany hair and eyes light as a winter sky. Her smile calmed his soul and Cassian Jourdain had been beguiled by her from the moment she stepped into the ballroom at Nightshade Manor.

      That had been nearly two months ago and nothing had changed.

      She had come for the Witches’ Ball but remained after the conclusion to be with her friends, which included Lady Antonia Kerrigan, who had needed help to find or create a spell.

      Cassian had been mesmerized at the Witches’ Ball and even though there was magic all around him, he knew that no spell had been cast to alter his perception. Unfortunately, her father was a wealthy earl, her brother a viscount and it was because of Lady Samantha that he became more determined to change his future and fortune, even though his current circumstance may have cost him the option to pursue her.

      Not may have, it had and thus the reason he was simply polite whenever they found themselves in the same room, such as now, where a few had gathered for afternoon tea.

      “Is there a chance that we can visit the Sacred Grove again. The one where we performed the last spell, Lady St. Alban?” Lady Samantha asked.

      Lady St. Alban was the woman who had raised Cassian. He could not call her mother because he’d already had one. His mother may be gone, but that did not mean that he wanted another mother or to forget the one that he’d had. But to call her Lady St. Alban was too formal so they settled on Eugenia, her given name, and Cassian called her husband St. Alban because calling him Richard would have been too informal.

      “You are welcome to visit anytime you wish. Any female is allowed,” Eugenia answered. “Males are the ones who need to seek permission from the Dryads, except for Cassian.”

      Lady Samantha glanced over, her head tilted to the side, eyebrows slightly raised.

      “He can come and go as he pleases,” Eugenia concluded with a loving smile. “Cassian, why do you not take Samantha to the grove following tea.”

      “I do not wish to be an inconvenience,” Lady Samantha murmured as a delicate rose stained her cheeks.

      “It is not,” he assured her, even though it most certainly was, but he was not prepared to explain to Eugenia, or anyone else, where he needed to be or why.

      “Thank you,” Lady Samantha murmured then looked back down.

      There was a delightful shyness about Lady Samantha, except it wasn’t present when she spoke with her friends, or anyone else, for that matter. Just him, and Cassian could not understand why. Then again, he was the only person at Nightshade Manor who had not encouraged a friendship.

      “The post has arrived,” the butler announced as he approached Eugenia, a silver tray balanced on the palm of his gloved hand.

      “Goodness, there are quite a few missives,” she exclaimed. “Invitations to the wedding were only posted a sennight ago.”

      Cassian already knew that most of the guests would decline because the nuptials of Chedworth, who was Lady Eugenia’s son, and Lady Antonia were set to take place the day after Christmas and many of those invited had just been here at the end of October to attend the magical ball.

      “Samantha, there is a letter for you.”

      She nearly jumped from her seat and crossed the room to retrieve it.

      “Thank goodness!” she exclaimed. “It is from my mother. I was beginning to wonder if she had received my letter or the invitation to the wedding.” She then broke the seal and unfolded the parchment.

      “Will your parents and brother attend the wedding, or do they want you home for Yule and Christmas?” Antonia asked anxiously.

      Lady Samantha’s blue eyes brightened and her cheeks rounded as her smile widened. “They shall attend and have granted me permission to remain.” Then she grew serious.

      Thank goodness that had been their response. Otherwise, Lady Samantha would need to immediately start packing so that she could be home in time for the winter Solstice.

      “What is wrong?” Antonia asked when the happiness Cassian had witnessed faded as her smile fell and her dark eyebrows drew together.

      “My father says that you should not wed on the twenty-sixth.” She looked up from the missive. “He insists that you marry on the twenty-seventh.”

      “Did he say why?” Chedworth demanded.

      “He did not but he will explain when they arrive.”

      “That is it then,” Eugenia announced with a sharp clap of her hands to gain their attention. “There will be no wedding on the twenty-sixth.”

      Chedworth straightened and pulled away from his seat. “You do not even know his reason.”

      He’d been irritated when he had been denied, by his parents, the opportunity to wed immediately and forced to wait until after Christmas so that proper planning could take place and so that Lady Antonia’s parents and brother could be present.  Since, Chedworth had grown downright prickly.

      Cassian well understood irritable and grumpy. But at least Chedworth would claim his bride before the end of the year, whereas Cassian would be lucky if he ever got the chance to kiss Lady Samantha’s hand.

      “Reasons are not necessary,” Eugenia insisted. “Samantha’s father is a powerful wizard, astrologist and alchemist. If he has warned against marrying on one day and insists upon another, then that is what you will do.”

      “We have guests arriving and they will expect a wedding on the twenty-sixth,” Chedworth argued.

      “Most of the invited guests are also witches, warlocks and wizards, and are aware of the Earl of Saye’s power and knowledge and therefore will understand.”

      “It is only one day,” Lady Antonia cajoled.

      “One day too many,” Chedworth grumbled as he fell back in his seat then crossed his arms over his chest much like a petulant child.

      His friend needed to be more appreciative of his good fortune, that he had been free to pursue who he wished.

      “If there will be no wedding on the twenty-sixth, then we should celebrate Haloa,” Ares Norcott, a cousin to Chedworth, announced as he entered the parlor, his twin brother, Ajax beside him.

      “Yes, we should,” Ajax agreed.

      “What is Haloa?” Lady Samantha asked.

      “You do not want to know,” Cassian warned quietly.

      “How is it even celebrated?” Antonia asked with hesitation.

      “Animal sacrifice,” Ares answered.

      When Antonia’s eyes widened as she gasped in horror, Ajax quickly explained that they no longer take part in that practice.

      Antonia could talk to animals. She understood them, and they understood her. That was also the reason that she only ate various vegetables and fruits, as well as fish or anything living in water because she had never conversed with aquatic beings.

      “We could have a large banquet,” Ajax suggested.

      “Which is already planned for the wedding and I shall not ask the servants to prepare another,” Eugenia warned.

      “Then I suppose it will not be celebrated,” Antonia said.

      “Not necessarily.” Ares grinned. “I am to understand that women of ancient Greece drank, danced around naked and carried and ate cakes shaped like⁠—”

      “—Ares,” Eugenia warned.

      Leave it to Ares to almost proclaim phalluses in a room where innocent ladies had gathered. Thank goodness Lady Samantha only appeared confused, and that Eugenia had been here to silence her nephew.

      “What of the men?” Antonia asked. “I can only assume they were not present for such a display.”

      “Men gathered around a large bonfire and likely drank,” Ajax added. “I would be happy to participate in such a ritual.”

      Cassian had heard of the celebration, but it had not taken place at Nightshade Manor before. Then again, unless there was a wedding, or ball, only a few people were in residence with most residing at their individual estates.

      “We can take bottles of wine, fruit and cakes to the temple and celebrate while the men build their bonfire and drink,” Eugenia suggested. “Though I am too old to remain in the temple all night.”

      “All night?” Lady Samantha asked.

      “Yes,” Eugenia answered. “It has been so long since I have truly celebrated, but the festival begins at sunset, after the sacrifice that we will not be having, and continues until sunrise, though they used to last for days ending with athletic competitions.”

      “This one will not last that long because I refuse to put off my wedding yet another day!” Chedworth declared. “And must it last all night? Everyone will be too tired to enjoy the wedding.”

      More likely he was worried about Antonia being too tired to enjoy her wedding night.

      “We will make certain that the wedding takes place in the early evening so that everyone can rest and recover from the likely overindulgence of spirits.” Eugenia looked pointedly at Ares and Ajax.

      If the women were going to get drunk in the temple, then Cassian would need to be careful when he was in the Sacred Grove because he did not want to risk seeing women who were more like sisters, aunts and mothers to him dancing naked when he returned to his home at the end of the evening. He could not get to it without walking past the temple.

      Except, if he happened to see Lady Samantha dancing naked, he would not object.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha could not be happier that her parents had allowed her to remain at Nightshade Manor, though she was rather surprised. She had arrived here on October twenty-eighth, three days before the Witches’ Ball and remained through the month of November and into December when she had only anticipated remaining a fortnight. But with the announcement that Antonia was to marry Viscount Chedworth, her friend had begged her to stay to assist with the planning. Samantha didn’t really believe her presence was necessary, but she also wasn’t eager to leave because she wanted to learn more about Mr. Cassian Jourdain.

      Handsome and quiet. Always there, and often silent. Though, in truth, it was difficult for anyone to be heard when all three families—those of Drakos blood—were at Nightshade Manor at the same time.

      Samantha found him fascinating, and attractive, with his dark hair that always appeared tousled, as if he could not tame the thickness or waves. No doubt that if he let it grow longer than was fashionable, he would have lovely curls that every female would envy.

      And his eyes—remarkable! Silver grey that turned light with humor and darker when annoyed. Though he seemed to be irritated most of the time, which she could not understand. Chedworth had a reason to be petulant, but she could not understand why Mr. Jourdain was. Not that it should be any of her concern, but Samantha could not help but wonder.

      However, what captivated her above all else was that she could not hear his music.

      Every person she ever encountered possessed music in their tones. Even if someone was angry but spoke in a manner to make others believe they were quite happy, the music of what lingered in the soul is what filled the air and found her ears—their anger. She could not control what she heard but tried to ignore what was revealed because it was intrusive.

      Why couldn’t she hear his music? It wasn’t as if he was drowned out by the noise of others because she’d been with him in quietness.

      Did he have no song?

      Certainly, his soul was not empty.

      Was it possible he had no soul at all?

      Samantha quickly dismissed such a ridiculous idea. All living beings had a soul. His was quieter than most.

      He was quieter than most.

      Even as they left the parlor and made their way to the break in the hedges, which she would have missed as it was practically hidden, on their way to the Sacred Grove, Mr. Jourdain said nothing. Neither did she. However, she snuck a couple of looks at him out of the corner of her eyes, but he was intent on looking ahead, mouth set and jaw tight.

      Maybe he did not like her. Maybe he resented having to escort her.

      In fact, Samantha wanted to tell him that he could return to Nightshade Manor and that she would be fine by herself, but it was not in her to be difficult and she avoided confrontations whenever possible.

      However, when they stepped into a wildflower field with a single tree, though quite dead, in the center, she gasped in delight.

      “This is wonderful!”

      “You have been here before,” her reminded her.

      “That was at midnight, and I was more worried about the spell we had to do,” she answered. “I am so happy that I have been given the chance to see it in the afternoon.” She smiled at Mr. Jourdain. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

      He simply nodded and she decided to ignore her brooding companion and enjoy herself.

      Oh, she wanted to dance. Instead, she held out her arms and let the music fill her soul as they walked to the temple, up the steps and stopped in the center before she whirled in a circle and sighed.

      “There is music surrounding me and it is wonderful.”
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      Cassian looked about and strained to listen but he heard nothing out of the ordinary and certainly not music. He would have thought Lady Samantha daft, except he had been raised in this magical world where anything was possible. “What music?”

      “The fairies are laughing.” She chuckled herself.

      “Fairies?” He knew that there were many magical beings in the grove but the fairies liked to keep to themselves.

      “Yes, fairies,” Lady Samantha answered. “Have you not seen one?”

      “No, I have not.”

      “They are quite joyous today.” She wandered over and settled onto the steps that looked out at the lake. “I do not know if they are celebrating or if they are simply happy.”

      “Can you hear what they are saying?”

      “I can hear the music in laughter. I can hear the music through the trees or when a flower is unfurling. Music in the wind and music from the ocean. I can hear it all, just not the words being spoken.”

      “Does that mean that you could hear someone from across a ballroom even if nobody else could?”

      “No, not in the same manner as you might hear laughter whether it was near or far, though I do have excellent hearing, and likely better than most people, but I can hear music from a greater distance—the notes from the heart as it dances on the air.”

      Cassian was certain that he did not understand.

      “The same with sadness when I hear someone crying. Those notes are lower and bring a heaviness that pulls on the heartstrings whereas those of laughter are higher, lighter and can fly further.”

      He was not certain what to think. Yes, laughter and crying evoked emotions and anybody that heard was affected, but he never described it as music.

      “Do you know how Antonia can see auras?” Lady Samantha asked.

      “Yes.”

      “For me it is music…the sound…it is what I hear and not what I see, but a similar gift. The same as someone pretending to be happy when they are not. Most everyone would believe what they see and hear except Antonia would see the difference in the aura and I would hear it in the music of their tone.”

      “Ah, now I think I understand.”

      “It is difficult to explain, I suppose. Everyone understands auras, but not music.”

      “Is that your gift?” If it was, it wasn't a very active one, unless there was more involved. Then again, being able to tell if someone was being deceptive could be a valuable ability.

      Then a more disturbing thought occurred. “Can you hear the music of everyone just as Antonia can see auras?” If so, what did she hear from him? Cassian was very careful not to reveal his inner turmoil about his future and his attraction to Lady Samantha and preferred to keep it private.

      Lady Samantha tilted her head and studied him. “Not everyone,” she answered.

      “Me?” he asked.

      “No, Mr. Jourdain. I do not hear your music, so your inner secrets are safe.” She smiled as her blue eyes lit with teasing while he was simply relieved.

      Lady Samantha’s smile slipped as she grew thoughtful, almost serious. “There is power in music and I must always be mindful when I play so as not to affect the emotions of others.”

      “How would you do so?”

      “I would not.” She answered emphatically.

      Was she afraid of her power? “If you were not mindful, what could happen?”

      “My music can ease the pain of loss, calm the anxious, sooth a distraught child…To dull any emotional state, if I wish.”

      “How is that bad?”

      “Because people need to experience all emotion, no matter how pleasant or unpleasant. It is not my decision to take that away from someone.”

      “What if they were to ask?”

      “They would need to know I am a witch to make that request.”

      “If they did?”

      “It would depend on the reason, but I have yet to grant a request.” She glanced away. “Sometimes it is the most difficult thing to do, to refuse a request then hear the pain, stronger than before, and experience it much as they do.” She looked back at him. “But we were given our emotions for a purpose; even if sometimes it is beyond our comprehension of why we must feel such, it is still necessary that we do.”

      “Your magic is in your music.”

      She smiled. “Also, in the wind.” Lady Samantha waved her hand and the breeze temporarily gusted before it died away. “Or fire.” With a snap of her fingers, flames emerged from the tips. When Lady Samantha placed a hand over the fire, Cassian had assumed it was to put out the flames. Instead, she rolled her hand and when she opened her palm, she held the ball of flames.

      His eyes grew wide as she tossed it in the air. A moment later she simply blew on it and then it was gone.

      “Each of my powers can be used more as a weapon than anything else. It is why I must always be mindful. It is one thing to toss a fireball in the air. It is quite another to throw it at someone.”

      “A breeze can bring comfort on a hot day. Flames light the way in the darkness. Your music can soothe if you wish.” He hated that Lady Samantha thought of her gifts in such a negative manner.

      “My music, if I choose, can increase a person's anger, make them enraged. Or I can cause someone to believe they are in love, no different than a potion.” Her eyes darkened as her eyebrows drew together. “Every witch has the power to use their gifts for good or evil. One must also make certain that it is not in a self-serving manner.”

      “Are you afraid to use your powers?” Cassian asked quietly.

      “Not the wind or fire.”

      “The music?”

      She gave a short nod and he sensed her discomfort or concern by the way her shoulders had stiffened.

      “Why?”

      “Because emotion should not be controlled and sometimes, I cannot control my own, and why I must be mindful of everyone around me as well as myself before I set to play.”

      “What do you play?”

      “Piano, violin, harp, and cello.”

      “What happens if you are emotional when you play?”

      “Whatever I am feeling inside can flow out on the chords and notes and wash over those who can hear and then they will experience what I am feeling.” She waved a hand in the air, her long fingers of demonstration of music going out in the world. “For a person who is private, such as myself, when I play, that can be stripped away.”

      “Unless those who hear you do not realize.”

      “That is true, but music is emotional even without magic in the notes. My playing makes it doubly so.”

      Cassian had only heard Lady Samantha play a few times, but he would start paying closer attention to see if he could hear her soul. If he was not mistaken, that was what she was telling him.

      There was something quite fascinating about Lady Samantha. The joy she had experienced since they entered the Sacred Grove was nearly infectious. While he might not reveal so on the outside, he definitely felt her joy internally.

      “Is everyone in your family a witch?” Cassian asked.

      Samantha turned to face him. “I have spoken enough of myself.”

      “I apologize if I have pried.”

      “You have not.” She grinned. “I have few secrets, but I think it is only fair that you tell me something about you.”

      All Cassian could do was stare at her. There was absolutely nothing of interest about him. “I am quite boring. I am not magical nor was I born of a magical family.”

      “Magic is not what makes one interesting,” she insisted. “Tell me about your education.”

      To which he frowned. “I went to Eton and then Cambridge.”

      “I had a governess, so already you are more worldly than I.”

      He wouldn’t consider himself such, but he supposed the non-magical world was opened to him whereas the same was not afforded a female.

      “Did you have a favorite area of study?” she asked, then frowned. “Though, I am to understand that many sons of lords did not take to their studies well and simply attended university the number of years required and then their education was complete.”

      “I was not in such a position to do as little as possible. I studied hard, read, and learned.” Though, Lady Samantha was correct. Heirs to titles spent very little time in classrooms or reading and did only the minimum requirements.

      “Which areas of study were your favorite?”

      “I wanted to learn everything that I could about business-related matters, estates, and such. For a short time, I considered pursuing the law.” He had only changed his mind because it would require that he be in London and attend the Inns of Court and Cassian needed to return to Nightshade Manor.

      “Not the military?” she questioned.

      “I had no interest,” he answered and hoped that she did not see him as weak, or worse, a coward.

      “Clergy?”

      This time he snorted. “I would make a very poor vicar, I assure you.”

      “So, what is it that you do, Mr. Jourdain?” she asked with a grin.

      For a moment he considered telling her the truth, but he did not know Lady Samantha well enough to be assured of her keeping his secret. “If you were to ask anyone at Nightshade Manor, they would claim that I do nothing, much like them.” Of course, none of them really needed to do anything since there was so much wealth that it couldn’t be spent over three lifetimes. But, as he was not someone of Drakos blood, the wealth did not extend to him.

      “Does that mean that you actually do something?” She grinned at him.

      Again, the need to tell her the truth rose within but he pushed it back down. “I am searching,” he finally said. And while it was not a falsehood, he simply did not clarify what he was searching for.

      She studied him for a moment then her blue eyes warmed and crinkled at the corners as she smiled. “I believe we all search for something, Mr. Jourdain, and I wish you much success.”

      Her words were almost a balm to the disquiet when she had no idea what he sought.

      What was it about Lady Samantha and why was she so important to him? He had been drawn to her from the moment he saw her across the ballroom and had been unable to put her from his mind. There were times she had even haunted his dreams. A longing, desire…a wish that would never be granted.

      This was not good, but he already knew that he should have kept his distance and admired her from afar. Even without having a conversation Cassian had developed an infatuation. Now those emotions had grown deeper and were in the process of sinking their claws into his heart.

      “We should probably return,” she said after a moment, though her voice had dropped, a disappointment in her tone that bespoke of her reluctance to leave.

      “I suppose we should,” Cassian responded even though he wanted to remain here, with Lady Samantha…just the two of them…

      He glanced into her blue eyes, then at her coral lips and wished that…

      Cassian blinked and glanced away. “If we are gone too long, no doubt someone will come looking for us.” It was best to return her to the manor before he did something so foolish as to kiss her.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha had shared such a lovely afternoon with Mr. Jourdain yesterday.

      Goodness, she had finally had a full conversation with him, something that she had been hoping to do but feared that it might not happen.

      He also wasn’t as grumpy as she had first believed, except he wasn’t overly happy either. More sober but that was better than being disagreeable.

      There was even a moment when she almost believed that he might kiss her, but then he turned away.

      Oh, what would it be like to be kissed by such a handsome man?

      “Why did you sigh?”

      Samantha was pulled from her thoughts by Antonia’s question.

      “I did not sigh,” she insisted.

      “You did,” Maia said.

      “You were woolgathering as we discussed plans for the festival of Haloa,” Petra complained.

      Petra Drakos and her cousin, Maia Norcott were two of her dearest friends, along with Antonia.

      “I suppose I still do not understand what the festival is and why you have one,” Samantha explained.

      “That is not what you were thinking about,” Antonia grinned.

      “Do not read my aura,” Samantha warned.

      “I see a light blue, which is not unusual because you almost always have that color,” Antonia explained.

      “What does it mean?” Petra asked.

      “Happy and peaceful.”

      Maia rolled her eyes. “We know that even without seeing auras. I was hoping to learn a secret.”

      “I have none,” Samantha defended, to which Antonia arched a brow.

      Maia’s eyes widened. “But she does. What other color do you see, Antonia?”

      Samantha’s heart raced. Was it possible that her aura could have revealed that she was thinking about kissing Mr. Jourdain?

      “I would not share Samantha’s more private colors any more than I would share yours,” Antonia finally said.

      Samantha nearly blew out a sigh again, but then Maia and Petra would be even more convinced that she had something to hide.

      Petra narrowed her eyes. “Then it is a color that means something important.”

      “I bet it is the color of love, passion, desire,” Maia decided.

      “For whom?” Samantha nearly laughed and hoped her friends could not see the truth.

      “Cassian,” Petra answered.

      “Why would you think such? He barely speaks to me,” she quickly rebuked their suggestion.

      “He took you to the Sacred Grove yesterday.”

      “Because Lady St. Alban told him to,” Samantha reminded her friends.

      “I have seen how you have watched him when you do not think anyone else is looking,” Maia teased.

      “I do not.”

      “Yes, you do,” Antonia and Petra cried at the same time.

      “And he watches you when he does not think anyone is looking,” Maia said knowingly as she nodded her head and raised her eyebrows as if she had a secret. Which she did not.

      “He does not,” Samantha argued just as her heart and pulse sped, hopeful that what they said was true. Not that Samantha would dare admit such secret desires to her friends. “I have not seen as such.”

      “Because you were not looking.” Maia rolled her eyes.

      “We have all noticed you glancing at him, Cassian watching you, but neither one of you talking to the other,” Antonia assured her.

      “That is likely why my aunt had him escort you yesterday and not anybody else. We are all tired of waiting,” Petra added.

      Goodness! How could they all know? She was careful. Very careful. Except, she had only been afraid that Mr. Jourdain would notice her watching, not anyone else.

      “He is a curiosity,” Samantha admitted. “He is quiet and hardly ever smiles. Serious. That is all.”

      She quickly glanced at Antonia and hoped that she kept her secret. No doubt her aura had revealed the lie just as the music in her tone would have.

      Antonia said nothing, but Petra chuckled in amusement.

      “Thou dost protest too much.” Maia grinned.

      “How was your visit to the Sacred Grove?” Antonia asked.

      “It was pleasant,” Samantha admitted. “It is very lovely there.”

      “Did he at least kiss you?” Maia asked.

      “Of course not. Why would he?” Though for a moment she had hoped that he would.

      “Hopeless!” Maia declared. “Simply hopeless.”

      “I am not.” Samantha argued as she stood. “I am going to do something useful while you…do whatever you are doing.”

      “Planning for the festival but if you would not have been thinking about Cassian, you would have known that,” Maia called after her as Samantha quit the small parlor and made her way to the music room.

      Each instrument called to her, but it was the piano that she wanted to play. But first, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. She must be calm but most of all mindful.
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      Cassian marched out of the billiards room to be away from Chedworth, Ares, Ajax and their juvenile teasing.

      One would think they were lads at Eton for the way they carried on in trying to get him to admit that he had wanted to take Lady Samantha to the Sacred Grove. No matter how many times he reminded them that it had been Eugenia who told him to do so, and that it would have been rude to reject her command, they insisted that he had gone because he had wanted to be alone with Lady Samantha.

      He denied their accusations because he would never let on that he had been infatuated with her for weeks. Still, they had persisted, much to his irritation, behaving like younger siblings.

      As he took the stairs to the first level of the manor, he paused and listened. Music was coming from down the corridor. A sweet melody that lightened his mood and filled his being with peace.

      Something that he had not felt in…he could not remember.

      It was then he recalled what Lady Samantha had told him earlier. If she were the one playing, then he was assured that she was filled with peace. Unless she was being mindful and not letting her emotions affect the notes.

      When he reached the music room, he paused at the entrance and simply leaned against the door jamb to watch and listen. Her eyes were closed, dark lashes against alabaster skin, and she swayed as her hands trailed from one end of the keyboard to the other, then playing in the middle. Lady Samantha was lost in her music and if that were the case, she was at peace.

      The tranquil beauty of Lady Samantha was stunning, and he was continually surprised at his reaction to her. He had seen her daily these past weeks, yet there were still moments, such as this, that took him aback at the perfection that was Lady Samantha, unmatched by anyone else.

      Mahogany curls caressed her shoulders and her coral lips were parted as if the music moved her to ecstasy.

      Could music have that effect on people?

      Perhaps if she wished it to.

      He remained exactly where he was as she continued to play, lost in a world where he had not been invited and one that she embraced alone. He wanted to be with her, to experience the bliss that flowed from her fingertips each time she touched an ivory key and threw a blanket of calm and peace over everyone who was lucky enough to hear.

      Except, he wasn’t only experiencing the calm, but anxiousness and an excitement slowly burned within his belly of wanting and need…to have her.

      Passion and desire.

      Lady Samantha had admitted that if she was not mindful, what she experienced would be felt by others when she played, which begged the question: was what he currently experienced coming from within his own being or from her music?

      Oh, how he wished that he knew because he wanted to bask in this desire and peace that flooded his body along with a yearning so strong and never experienced before, that he was not certain what to do.

      His first instinct was to cross the room, take Lady Samantha in his arms and kiss her deeply. Except then she would stop playing and he wasn’t quite ready for the music to end. Yet, it pulled at him and spoke to his soul on a level deep within. Reaching the darkest places that he had ignored for so long. Where he stored his dreams and wishes that were not possible to achieve. Except, she made him believe that they were.

      As her chin dropped and fingers slowed, Cassian wanted to object because he wanted her to keep playing.

      Yet, despite his wishes, the song came to an end with her hands rested on the final notes, eyes closed, and a contented smile on her lips before Lady Samantha sighed and looked up.

      All Cassian could do was smile and applaud as he approached. “You do play marvelously.”

      Her cheeks deepened to a lovely rose as she glanced away. “Thank you.”

      “Tell me, are you truly feeling so peaceful and calm.” He would ask if she were also filled with desire, but that would not have been appropriate.

      Lady Samantha tilted her chin and frowned. “Is that what you experienced?”
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      “Yes,” he answered. “But that was not all.”

      Thank goodness she had shielded herself before she began to play or Mr. Jourdain would not be peaceful. He would instead be suffering from disquiet and infatuation.

      “I did tell you that I must be mindful when I play.” She’d not tell him that she was not at peace but would let him believe what he wished.

      “I also experienced yearning.” He frowned and shook his head. “I have rarely felt anything but enjoyment when listening to a song.”

      Neither peace, nor yearning, had been in her soul. Nor was it a song to produce either emotion. She had chosen a piece that was powerful and chaotic, one that she loved to play when tension needed to be released or she had too much energy in her body and it needed to be expelled. A song that caused her pulse to pound and set a soul on edge waiting for the tempo to crest before it slowly died into silence. Yet, he had experienced peace and yearning.

      It was something she would need to ponder at a later time.

      “You should play more often,” he said after a moment.

      “I do not make a practice of it when I am not in my own home.”

      “That would be a mistake. I very much enjoyed hearing you play.”

      Her face heated, and Samantha could not meet his eyes. She had been complimented on her playing before, but it was a gift she had been given, nothing she had earned. Yet to hear his praise elicited pride. “Thank you, Mr. Jourdain.”

      “Cassian.”

      She glanced up to meet his silver eyes, lighter than she had previously noted.

      “Please, call me Cassian.”

      “I…um could not…it would not…” Goodness, why was she suddenly stammering?

      “Everyone else does and it feels odd to be called Mr. Jourdain. In fact, I have not been addressed in that manner since I left school.”

      “Where you studied hard,” she teased, though surprised that she was able to given her sudden embarrassment.

      “Yes.” He chuckled.

      He chuckled!

      This was the first time that she had heard such a reaction from him.

      Had her music unintentionally lifted a burden? Nothing could have made her happier if her playing had brought him peace even with yearning.

      “Will you?” His voice intruded on her thoughts. “Call me Cassian.”

      “I will try,” she finally answered, though not certain it would be possible. Calling him by his given name was too intimate, but she was the only person at Nightshade Manor who addressed him as Mr. Jourdain…

      “There the two of you are.”

      Samantha startled and looked behind Mr. Jour…Cassian to find Petra entering the music room.

      “What are you doing in here?” Petra asked.

      Samantha stiffened. The question may be innocent, but the music in her tone was teasing and insinuated that more than music was occurring between her and Cassian.

      “I stumbled across Samantha playing the piano and was riveted.”

      He had not addressed her simply as Samantha before but she did not mind that he left off Lady. It added a layer of friendship that she truly hoped would deepen.

      “Yes, yes, she plays well,” Petra dismissed. “Though, I have never known you to appreciate music before.”

      Petra was now seeking to learn more and eyed Cassian with suspicion.

      “Perhaps this was the first time I came across someone worth listening to,” he countered.

      “Yes, I am certain that was it,” Petra offered dryly. “Dinner is soon to be served. Come along.”

      She turned and practically skipped from the room as if she had a secret, which she did not, and whatever Petra thought, Samantha had to convince her that she was wrong.
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