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        To love, you must first love yourself.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Jessica, pool plotter.

        And to Martha for her valuable input and enduring friendship.
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      Port Pennwood, The Anglo Territories, 2507

      

      Eva Wilder Paar savored her rich chicken soup—happy to be eating without the suffocating presence of her husband Charles—when she heard an insistent knock on the door. 

      She paused, spoon in the air, and exchanged a quick glance with Hannah Alexander, her cook and servant. Visitors were nonexistent at the manor house in Port Pennwood. She and Charles had no social equals in the small village, and Charles conducted all his business in his office at the processing facility. She couldn’t remember the last time a stranger had crossed the threshold of the house. Eva nodded at Hannah to answer the door, and then scooted back her chair to stand up.

      The rap turned into an angry thumping. Alarmed, Eva walked toward the main hall, wondering what kind of visitor would knock so insistently. Something must have happened—an accident or cave in, perhaps. Caverns beneath the processing facility had collapsed a couple of times since her arrival and were a constant concern of her husband.

      Hannah scurried ahead to pull open the heavy front door while Eva remained on the periphery of the main hall where she could duck back unseen into the dining room if the caller proved to be unimportant. She peeked around the corner.

      On the doorstep stood two towering guards and a small man with a scar that ran from the corner of his mouth up to his cheekbone. Eva tried not to stare at the man and the ugly pink line that disfigured his face, but her gaze kept returning to the old wound.

      “Out!” the small man barked, yanking Hannah by the elbow. The old woman stumbled over the threshold. “Your employment here is terminated.” He set his cane in the small of her back and gave her a cruel shove. Hannah cried out and careened into the yard, flailing her arms to keep her balance.

      “Citizen!” Outraged, Eva marched forward. No one barged into the house of a commissioner and treated the hired help that way. She faced the scarred man. “How dare you!” 

      “Out of my way!” the man snapped. He pushed past her, followed by the two larger men. They wore the uniforms and badges of the Enforcers, the elite security corps of the Overseers. Eva paled. Obviously, something had happened—something that concerned the top tier of the government. This could not be good.

      Still, she was the wife of a commissioner. This was her house. Hannah was hers to command. She expected rules to be obeyed, even by top-level agents of the Overseers. She set her jaw.

      “Citizen, this is my house. You can’t just barge in and throw Hannah out.”

      “I can do anything I like.”

      “But there’s a storm coming. She doesn’t even have a wrap.”

      “Your servant’s comfort is no concern of mine.” The man looked around the main hall, as if evaluating it for cleanliness and style. 

      He was slender, smaller than average for Londo City. But he was dressed in the most elegant clothes Eva had ever seen—from his shining top hat and brocade vest to his trousers decorated with diamond-shaped studs from thigh to ankle. His boots were tooled from the finest leather, with a single seam at the back—the sign of high quality footwear. The heels of the shoes were the tallest Eva had ever seen a man wear. He probably thought the heels added to his height and therefore to his masculinity, but Eva thought the high heels produced quite the opposite effect.

      He looked like the sculpins that darted in tide pools—fish with large heads, tiny bodies and bulging eyes. Bait-stealers, she’d heard them called by frustrated fishermen.

      Eva took an instant dislike of the man’s fastidious attire and the sneer on his lips. She stepped around him to look out the door. Hannah stood in the gravel yard, glancing from one potential master to the other—not knowing which person to obey—and grasping her apron with quaking hands. Eva’s heart went out to the old woman.

      “Hannah,” she called. “Come back out of the cold. I am your mistress, not this person.”

      “Not any more,” the man said. 

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are Eva Wilder Paar, correct?”

      She raised her chin. “Yes.”

      “Your husband, Charles Paar, was discovered committing an act of treason today.”

      “What?” Shocked, Eva stared at the small man, and for a moment was lost for words. She could not believe her cold, strict husband had broken the law. “My husband would never do such a thing.”

      “He would and he has. He entered an unauthorized zone this afternoon.”

      “He is the commissioner here. There are no areas prohibited to him.”

      “Oh, but there are. And he overstepped his authority. A fatal breach of the law.”

      “Fatal?”

      Fatal breach of the law. 

      Black shadows from the past pressed in on her, playing tricks with her sight and respiration. Shapes blurred. She couldn’t take a breath. The high collar of her shirtwaist was suddenly far too tight. She raised a hand to her throat while her thoughts swirled. She seemed to be stuck in a never-ending circle of treasonous partners—first her sister, then Aiden and now Charles. It couldn’t be possible.

      “Your husband was shot trying to free a prisoner.”

      “Shot? Is he all right?”

      “What part of fatal don’t you understand?”

      “He’s dead?”

      “One clean shot to the head.” The man smiled. “I never miss.”

      Eva stepped back, overcome by the news. If Charles were dead, then her life would change in ways she couldn’t imagine. The concept of living the rest of her days as a widow was mind-boggling—even if she could think straight, which she couldn’t. Not while this heartless man shocked her with every word he uttered.

      “He tried to free a woman, but I stopped him.”

      The neckline of Eva’s dress strangled her. She stared at the man, trying to make sense of the information that dropped from his lips. 

      “Charles would never break the law,” she murmured. “Never.”

      “Perhaps you didn’t know the real Charles,” the man drawled, watching her. He seemed to derive pleasure from her distress. He appeared to be taking in her trauma as a form of sustenance—as if it were a delicious treat. She glanced at him. What kind of monster fed on the anguish of others?

      “Does he have a sister?” the man continued. “A close cousin that he would break the law for?”

      “No. Charles has no living relatives.”

      “Then a lover, perhaps?”

      “Of course not! He’s a married man. He’s not like that.”

      “Does he know a woman named Margaret? What is his connection to her?”

      “I’ve never heard him speak of a person named Margaret.”

      “Well, he gave his life for her. Stupid, stupid man.”

      He studied Eva, intently watching her reactions. She was aware that all color had drained from her face, and that couldn’t be helped. But she kept a tight rein on her expression. During the months she had been married to Charles, she had mastered the art of hiding every emotion and reaction behind a placid façade. Charles had been critical and unbending. She had learned to avoid his censure by tamping down all facets of her personality and wearing a bland guise while in his presence. 

      Eva forced her gaze to remain steady and set her mouth in a straight line, even though her entire being reeled behind the mask. 

      Her composed façade frustrated the small man, as it had with Charles. Scowling, he broke off his glittering stare and swept the air with his cane. “So I am here to search the premises and gather information about your husband. For my report.”

      “There’s nothing here. He never brings his work home.”

      “And what has he told you about his work?”

      “Nothing. He never talks about it. Talked about it. I got the impression that he didn’t like his work.”

      “But you know what he did.”

      “Processed prisoners for the Norsea work camps.”

      “And what do you understand such processing involves?”

      “I don’t really know.”

      He sniffed in derision.

      “I’m telling you, I don’t know.”

      “Surely your husband made comments. Pillow talk. That kind of thing.”

      There had been no pillow talk with Charles, but she would never admit that to a stranger—or anyone.

      Thoughts of Charles brought frost to her stare. “No. We didn’t talk much. He wasn’t interested in what I had to say.”

      “And you didn’t ask.”

      “I wasn’t interested in what he had to say either.”

      “That’s a strange attitude for a wife. You’re supposed to be interested in a man’s job, or at least feign interest.”

      “I didn’t want to know about the people he is—was—in charge of. They are criminals. They have violated the law. Why should I care about them?” 

      “Really?” The man tilted his head. “I was under the impression that you and your sister had a real soft spot for criminals.”

      She studied the small man. She didn’t recognize him, but he seemed to know her. He may have been at Aiden Bannister’s execution, but she wasn’t certain. That day was still a blur. He knew of her past, though. He must know about Aiden. But did he know everything? She fought to contain her alarm and stared at his short, thick neck and sloping shoulders while she tried to marshal her thoughts. 

      The only way forward with this man was to hide all traces of fear and take the offensive. She decided to invoke the right of any person living in the Anglo Territories.

      “This interrogation has gone far enough,” she said. “I would like to see your credentials, citizen.”

      “Of course.” He smiled and pulled out an expensive leather wallet monogrammed with the initials “NM”. He held out his ID card. 

      Eva took it and broke off her regal stare to look at his ID.

      A year ago, she would have struggled to make sense of the letters and numbers on the card. But not any more. She hadn’t sat around doing needless needlework, waiting for her husband to come home. She had practiced reading, using her sister’s illegal book of medicinal plants, and had got all the way to the Rs. She could read proficiently now, except for some of the Latin names of the plants. But even they would come with time and effort.

      “Neal Moray,” she read out loud. “Provisions Director.”

      He smiled and reached for his card.

      “That’s me.” He slipped the card into his wallet. “It’s a newly created post. But before long, everyone will know about it and my name.” He looked up at her. “While you, citizen, are now a nobody.”

      She kept her stare trained on his face.

      His cruel smile cut through her. “That’s right. As of this moment, you are no longer mistress of anything, including that silly cow out in the yard.”

      At his glare, Hannah took off hobbling down the road.

      Eva raised her chin. “You have no authority over this household.”

      “I have every authority. This port and everything in it is under my direction.”

      “Where is the paperwork to say so? I want to see a signature.”

      “I don’t have to provide a signature. Your husband committed treason. Commissioners who commit treason lose their posts, if not their lives. And wives of commissioners likewise.”

      “What does this mean for me?”

      “You lose this house, elite rations, your husband’s salary, social standing and servants.”

      “But—“

      “There are no buts, Citizen Paar. And now, I ask that you quit the premises. Immediately.”

      She stepped backward. “You’ll have to throw me out.”

      “That can be arranged.” Moray hooked the air with a finger. “Gentlemen?”

      The burly guards shuffled toward her.

      “What about my husband’s body? Where is it? I demand to see it!”

      “His body is no concern of yours. He was a traitor. He has forfeited his rights and yours.”

      “You can’t do this!” Eva cried, moving backward toward the stairs.

      “I can. And I will.”

      The guards dragged Eva from the house and shoved her out to the gravel yard. She nearly tripped on the hem of her dress. They slammed the doors and turned the lock. She rushed forward and pounded on the tall wooden doors.

      “Let me in!”

      No one responded. She ran to the window and peered through the glass, and spotted the guards thundering up the staircase. Minutes later, they opened the windows on the upper floor and threw out her and Charles’ belongings.

      “No!” Eva shrieked. Petticoats and dresses sailed to the ground around her. She stood at the edge of the lawn watching her world dropping around her. Everything she had endured, all that she had given up for her position as a commissioner’s wife, was being wiped out with each piece of clothing that fell at her feet.

      She ran back to the door.

      “Let me in!” She pounded with both fists. “I haven’t done anything wrong!”

      Moray swept open the door and stood on the threshold, his cane planted in one hand and a pistol in the other. He aimed the gun at her face.

      “Get out,” he said.

      “I don’t deserve this kind of treatment. I’m not a traitor!”

      “I said get out. Or I’ll shoot.”

      “You can’t shoot an unarmed citizen.”

      “Really? What kind of fantasy world do you live in?”

      Apparently she had been living in a fantasy world as far as her husband was concerned, but she would have to think about that later. “I have no place to go. What will I do?”

      “I couldn’t care less. Now get out!” He shot the ground near her feet. Gravel sprayed upward, stinging her face and hands. He cocked the gun again. She sprinted across the yard to the side of the house where shrubbery offered more protection. If she followed Hannah down the drive, she would be shot in the back. She was sure of it.

      Eva ran to the rear of the property, choking on a torrent of indignation and shock. In the space of ten minutes, she had lost everything—and all because of a man. Again.

      Behind the manor, the storm churned on the moor, gathering force. She could think of only one place to go.
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      Eva hurried along the cliff path, headed for a ramshackle shed on the beach, the only place she could think of to find shelter from the oncoming storm. Angry purple clouds rolled across the moor, dragging night over the land, pursuing her. 

      She increased her pace, intent on getting to her secret hideout before the rain drenched her. Wet clothes would mean a more miserable night than the one she already expected. Even now, raindrops collected in her brown hair and dripped down her forehead and onto her lashes. Underdressed for enduring the elements, she ran, half-sliding, half-falling down the sandy incline to the beach.

      She was free of Charles and their oppressive marriage, and that was a relief. But she had no resources. Nothing.

      Eva saw the truth of her situation as if the lightning streaking across the sky were a pen writing out words and the thunder a voice reading it back to her.

      Loser. Failure. You are nobody again.

      All the things she had sacrificed up to this point: Aiden, her child, her sister, her life in Londo—all those things had been sacrificed in vain. In the end, her marriage and future had come to nothing. 

      But she refused to cry. Instead, she grimaced at the irony in the world and pushed on. 

      Eva stumbled through the sand toward the shed. The structure had been built of weathered boards from wrecked ships and smooth pieces of driftwood. It was sited in a ring of rocks that protected it from wind as well as prying eyes. Before she discovered the hut, someone had added a pallet and chair. She’d never slept on the pallet, but tonight she would have to. 

      A roof had been fashioned of twisted tree limbs interwoven with kelp strands and gorse and covered with more planks. It was surprisingly weatherproof and cozy. She had no matches with which to build a fire, but at least she would be out of the rain. 

      Eva ducked through the low doorway of the shed, and for the first time that afternoon felt a modicum of relief. She had spent many an afternoon in this sheltered hut, improving her reading skills and learning to play a violin she had found stashed in the attic of the house she shared with Charles. The shed was her refuge, much like the tower garden had been her sister’s special place. She would hunker down here for the night. Then in the morning, after she was sure Neal Moray was gone, she would find out what happened to Charles and retrieve some of her belongings from the house.

      With both hands, she brushed the wet tendrils from her face and took a deep breath to steady her nerves. The old Eva would have run weeping from the tiny port where she and her husband had lived for the past year. She would have damned Charles and Fate for always working against her. But the new Eva didn’t blubber or blame. She knew how useless that was. And more than anything, she refused to run back to Londo City with her tail between her legs. The one lesson she had learned the hard way was that running never solved a person’s problems.

      Damp and hungry, Eva sank upon the pallet and drew her knees up to her chin. As the hours passed, the storm turned into a gale, and then into a raging tempest that screamed across the beach and the sea beyond. Fortunately for her, she sat safe and sound inside the little hut tucked among the giant rocks. As the storm raged, she succumbed to the traumatic events of the day and fell into an exhausted sleep.

      

      When Eva awoke, she was surprised to find she had slept through the night and the storm had passed. She struggled to her feet on cold, cranky joints and brushed the wrinkles out of her skirt. Then she looked at the pocket watch she wore around her neck—her single piece of jewelry. It was 7 am. Just light enough to see her way to the house. She worried that the storm might have ruined the beautiful violin, even though she kept it safely locked in a case. The violin had become her most precious companion. She would go mad if one more thing was ripped out of her life.

      The sooner she got back to the pile of belongings that the guards had thrown through the doors and windows, the sooner she would know if the violin was safe and what resources she had left to her. The Others might have come in the night and taken everything. The possibility worried her.

      Charles had always claimed there were Others—wild Others, cannibals even—that lurked on the moor. He had never allowed her to go out alone, especially at night. He would have severely chastised her if he had ever discovered she spent hours and hours alone on the beach when he was at work.

      But Charles would never chastise her again. She smiled.

      All Eva needed was some kitchenware and warm clothing. With a few pots and pans, she could live on the beach if she had to—until she decided what to do. She could survive for a while on seaweed and the creatures that scuttled in the tide pools—even roots from the moor, if she recognized them as edible from Joanna’s book.

      Joanna would have known what local roots were edible without having to look them up, but Joanna was no longer part of her life. Eva turned away from the memory of her sister. Relegating her sister to the past had been the only way to keep her sanity. Their past must stay in the past forever.

      Eva shut the door to the hut and hurried around the ring of rocks that had protected her during the storm. She couldn’t believe what she saw. The beach looked like a war zone. Seaweed and driftwood littered the sand for as far as the eye could see. Trees had toppled off the cliff edge and fallen down the eroded bank. But more surprising was the sight of a ship that had run aground in the shallows and had been battered to splinters by the raging wind and waves, leaving its skeleton caught upon the reef. Wooden barrels, crates and rigging bobbed back and forth as the great sea breathed in and out.

      Then she spotted a man lying face down near the water’s edge, his legs twisted in kelp and his arms splayed out on either side of his body. He wore no jacket, and his white shirt glowed in the gray light of dawn. She could see no other bodies, and yet a good deal of clothing and empty shoes rolled in the surf.

      Throwing off her usual reserve, Eva dashed toward the man, hoping he was still alive.

      “Citizen!” she called.

      He didn’t move.

      “Citizen!” She fell to her knees beside him. Freezing water soaked through her dress, slip and stockings.

      She shook his left shoulder and tried to get a glimpse of his face, but his salt-encrusted hair hid his features. His limbs were covered with sand and seaweed. He was a dead weight beneath her hands. Maybe he had perished after all.

      “Sir!” she said, trying again. She rocked his wide shoulders with both hands. His torso was as hard as stone, and shaped in straight lines that angled into a small waist and powerful arms, highlighted by the damp pleats of his shirt. He was much more muscular than Charles had ever dreamed of being, but not as massive as Aiden. As she rocked him, she could feel the man’s hardness was made of flesh and blood and not of death. In a matter of seconds, his body heat thawed her frozen hands.

      “Citizen, wake up!”

      He didn’t respond. Eva sighed, exasperated. If she were forced to administer mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, she wouldn’t know what to do. She’d seen the lifesaving technique performed once long ago when a child had fallen into the Thames. But she doubted she could remember the steps. Still, she would try. She would have to roll this man onto his back, though, and that would be no small feat.

      Eva moved to one side and threw her weight against his left shoulder.

      He grunted, but settled right back onto his stomach.

      Eva tried again.

      “You big lug!” she exclaimed. “Roll over!”

      He moaned.

      At least he was alive.

      She took a moment to assess him, and decided the best recourse was to check his eyes for signs of consciousness. If he were conscious and breathing, he wouldn’t have to be resuscitated. That would suit her just fine. She brushed away the curtain of wavy hair that shielded his face and took a look at him. 

      Eva sucked in a breath.

      Below the curve of her hand was the face of the most handsome man Eva had ever seen. His profile was perfectly formed, from his intelligent brow and strong sharp nose, all the way to his full, masculine lips and chin. His black hair, so uncommon in Londo, was wild with wind and sand, and his sideburns cut across his lean jaw, accentuating the tendons of his throat. He wasn’t much older than she was, but even in his current condition, he possessed a simmering strength that put her on her guard. She was alone on a beach with a man who could easily overpower her—when and if he ever woke up.

      Eva sat back on her heels, poised to jump to her feet. A snippet from her schooldays flitted through her mind.

      Strangers bring dangers. Beware, call out, report.

      She wasn’t sure what to do: stay and help or run for her life. This man exuded danger, not only from a personal safety standpoint but also from the way his physical beauty struck her to her core. She knew how susceptible she could be to a handsome man—or any man that paid attention to her. 

      Eva would be asking for trouble if she remained on the beach. It would be best if she never set eyes upon this man again. She rose, just as his eyes blinked open.

      Eva stared, caught up once again by the stranger’s countenance. His eyes were blue. She’d never seen such eyes. They were as blue as the sea glass she collected—those rare jewels she found glowing upon the sand and then transformed into decorative pieces of art.

      “Citizen?” she gasped.

      The blue eyes searched for the source of the sound and landed on her face. His regard fused her in place. She couldn’t have moved away if she’d wanted to. But she didn’t want to. She wanted to stand there and stare at his unusual cerulean eyes.

      The man glanced up at the sky and then back at her face.

      “Is day,” he murmured. His words were laced with an accent she had never heard. 

      “Yes.”

      “But you stand. In light.”

      “Yes.”

      What an odd thing to say. But she couldn’t think about that now. “Are you all right?”

      He rose on one sinewy forearm. She stepped back.

      “Yes, I think,” he said. His voice rumbled in a low baritone that reminded her of the sound a wave made when it crashed into a cavern.

      “The rest of the crew?” she asked.

      “Gone.” He coughed and rolled onto his back.

      For a moment, she stood there gaping at the plates of muscle showing through his wet, matted shirt. There was not an ounce of fat on the man’s frame. Not a single sign of softness.

      She realized she had quit breathing. She snapped out of her lapse. 

      “Citizen, I’m glad you survived, but I really must be going…” She indicated the path up the cliff face. The lighter it became, the greater the chance that someone would steal her belongings. She didn’t want to leave the poor man on the beach, but she had to. She gathered up her skirt and took a step toward the cliff.

      “Wait…where am I?”

      “A small port. West of the city.”

      “Londo City?”

      “Yes.”

      “Port Pennwood?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I make good landing.” He closed his eyes and sighed. “Thanks God.”

      Eva shot a glance down the beach. “It seems you are the only one that did. I can see a lot of clothing strewn about. But I don’t see any of your companions.”

      He followed her glance. “Bad storm. Very bad. They are dead.”

      “But where are the bodies?”

      He shrugged.

      “Well, the port is not far. Just up the path and to the left. There’s a harbormaster who can help you.”

      “You leave me here?”

      “I have to.”

      “Wait.” He sat up. “I go with you.”

      Her heart skipped in her chest. “Really, citizen, you should rest a while. Recover your strength.”

      “No. I go.” He rose to his feet, like a creature emerging from the deep, with the kelp falling away. He towered above her as he brushed sand and seaweed off his trousers and boots.

      She stood rooted to the spot, mesmerized by the sight of his hands and fingers. Aiden’s hands had been clumsy, beefy mitts. Charles’ hands had been cold and frail. This man’s hands, with their long, muscular fingers and sinewy wrists, seemed capable of anything, from brutal violence to exquisite tenderness.

      “I go to factory. You take me? Or show me?”

      “Factory?”

      “Yes. Will you take me there?”

      “There’s no factory.”

      His dark brows drew together in confusion. 

      “There’s only a prison,” she put in. “A processing facility where people are held before they are shipped to the north.”

      “I understand there is factory. Warehouse. Wine.”

      “My husband is the commissioner here. I think I would know about a factory.” Her scathing words echoed in her mind, mocking her. Apparently she had no idea what did go on at Port Pennwood. 

      Then a thought occurred to Eva. This powerful stranger could help her break into the commissioner’s house—her house. She could have access to her secret hiding place, if she could only get back into the house—if someone could break down the door. She glanced at the man’s powerful shoulders and legs with renewed interest.

      “I tell you what. I’ll take you to the harbormaster if you do something for me.”

      “Name this something.”

      “I’ll show you when we get there.”

      “Do I trust?” His gaze seared over her, judging her. His mouth tipped up to the left when he talked, while his generous upper lip barely moved when he spoke. The unusual way he formed words captivated her. She found herself staring at his mouth, fascinated.

      “Why would I lie?” she retorted. Again, her words came back in a mocking echo. She had lied so many times that she wasn’t sure what was true or false any more. Her life had been built on lies. Everything she said or did was a ruse to conceal her private thoughts.

      Then he smiled. “I decide. Yes.”

      The man had no idea who he was dealing with. Trust and Eva Wilder were mutually exclusive. 

      The man stuck out a hand, breaking into her thoughts. “Vinko Sunara.”

      “Eva P—” Now that her marriage had ended, she would return to her maiden name. Eva Wilder. She liked the sound of it. She liked the independence of it. She had always been proud to be a Wilder. 

      “Eva Wilder.”

      She raised her hand, but then paused. She wasn’t wearing gloves. Good manners dictated that she not touch the hand of a strange man, especially with her bare hands. But good manners had done nothing to save her from her fall from grace.

      Good manners be damned.

      She shook his hand, knowing the gesture marked the end of an old life and the beginning of a new one.
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      The steam clock at the harbor tooted seven when Eva opened the back gate of the property. She gazed at the house beyond the walled garden as a wave of sadness washed over her. This ancient structure had been the crowning glory of her life. She would never live in a home as stately as this. And now she had to say good-bye.

      The handsome sandstone house glowed in the pearly morning light, its slate roof dripping with moisture and fog rolling around the foundation all the way to the tall windows on the ground floor. No lights were on. That was a good sign. 

      Eva shot a glance around the grounds to make sure no agents were lurking in the shadows and then stepped out of the bushes and hurried across the rear garden. She studied the windows of the house, looking for evidence of a new inhabitant. She half-expected Charles to have been replaced overnight with another commissioner.

      Vinko followed at a casual pace, taking everything in.

      “Nice,” he commented.

      She assumed he referred to the back garden they traversed. She had cleared and decorated the space with driftwood, pebble pathways and a magnificent sea glass wind chime—her best work yet. On any other day, she would have appreciated praise for the love and attention she had devoted to this place—as she had never received remarks about her accomplishments from Charles. But today was not the day.

      “Can you please hurry?” Eva glared at him over her shoulder.

      “What is hurry?” Vinko retorted. “Harbormaster is still in his bed, yes?”

      “I’m in a hurry is all.”

      Vinko caught up with her and sized up the back door of the stone house. Then he glanced at her. “You are thief. Yes or no?”

      “No thief.” She frowned and glanced at him. Why was she copying his speech pattern? “Like I told you, this is my house.”

      “And I say, this?” He indicated the house with a sweep of his arm. “Suspicious.” He crossed his arms over his chest and looked at her. “No key? You must be thief.”

      “I got locked out.”

      “Why are things in yard? Shoe, dress?”

      Eva crossed her own arms. “Agents of the Overseers came last night.”

      “Yes?”

      “And they threw them out.”

      “Why?” His piercing regard cut through her.

      “It’s a long story.” She raised her chin. “And now is not the time to tell it.” She nodded at the door. “Will you break down the door or not?”

      “For price.” He tilted his head. His eyes danced.

      “Our bargain was that I would take you to the harbormaster.”

      “I am not sure I like job now.”

      “How can I convince you?”

      “With kiss.” He tapped his cheek and grinned.

      Shocked, she stepped back.

      “You are beautiful woman,” he continued. The ice in his eyes melted into pools of warmth as his gaze flooded her face. “One kiss is price.”

      “That’s never going to happen.” She fought back a blush and planted her fists on her hips. “Put your shoulder to that door this instant or leave.”

      “So you are beautiful, yes. But fun? No.” He raised an eyebrow. Even in his disheveled state, his warm smile and that angled mouth beguiled her. She turned away.

      “Fun?” she retorted. “Life isn’t fun.”

      “Is not?”

      “Not here in the Anglo Territories.” She jabbed a finger in the direction of the door. “Now break.”

      There she went again, mimicking the way he talked.

      He sighed and his expressive mouth quirked to one side in a good-natured pout. “I do this. Only for you. One time.”

      “Thank you.” She kept her voice frosty. His forward behavior rattled her, but she refused to let him know it. She’d been living a remote life for months, without the need to interact with anyone but her husband and Hannah Alexander. This brief interchange had made it obvious that the arsenal she had developed during her chilly marriage would be useless against the onslaught of this man’s charm. She would have to sharpen her weapons if she wished to remain unaffected by the man. 

      From now on, men were off limits. She had given up too much of herself for the pampered life she had led with Charles. No more losing herself and her future to a man.

      

      With two slams of Vinko’s powerful shoulder, the lock gave way. Eva walked into the conservatory with the stranger at her heels. He rubbed his right arm as he clomped across the stone floor, taking in the space.

      “Nice,” he commented.

      “My husband was a commissioner.”

      “Was?”

      “He was killed yesterday.”

      “I am sorry, Miss Eva.”

      “Don’t be. My heart isn’t broken.”

      He studied her for a moment with concern knitting his dark brows. “They throw you out same day?”

      “I was told my husband committed treason.”

      “Ah.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “Wives and husbands? Secrets. Everywhere. All.”

      Eva nodded. But the truth still hurt. 

      She had longed for a partnership all her life. Someone to love her. Someone who would understand her and share his innermost thoughts with her. Perhaps it was never to be. Perhaps such a partnership was unattainable. Or maybe there was something about her that caused a disconnect with people. She suspected that was the case. She certainly hadn’t been successful with relationships.

      From here on out, she would have to forge her own path. Whatever she did and wherever she went, she would have to make her own decisions. And this time, she would be very, very careful. Especially when it came to men.

      “Stay here,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

      She hurried to the front of the house and out to the yard. The leather violin case glinted in the morning light on top of a mound of clothing. She snatched the instrument from the pile of dresses and scampered back. 

      Vinko blocked the front entry. He nodded at the case in her arms. “You choose music over this?”

      He held up a woolen shawl. In his inarticulate way, he was criticizing her choices. She flushed and clutched the case to her chest. “This violin is very dear to me.”

      “Will save you? Keep you warm?”

      “It keeps me sane.”

      He quirked his wide mouth again and gazed down at her. The skeptical expression annoyed her, but she could take it. A year of living with a critical husband had given her thick skin. 

      She tried to brush past him, but he stood his ground and blocked her forward progress to the house. Then his gaze turned to liquid as it had before.

      “Music is good.” His beautiful eyes shone down on her. He smiled and waved her in. “You are right to choose.”

      She raised her chin as she walked by him. She could feel his smile pouring over her and she hated him for it. His sunny humor burned her more than any criticism. She knew it was stupid and childish to choose a violin over a warm wrap, but she would never admit it to him. 

      Eva grabbed a kitchen towel and dried the case as best she could. Then, still carrying the violin, she headed for the servant’s staircase off the butler’s pantry. Vinko trailed after her.

      “Please quit following me,” she said.

      “I help.”

      “I don’t need your help.” Her voice sounded curter than she intended, but she didn’t have time to apologize. Soon curious villagers would learn about Charles and come looking for information and spoils of his misfortune. She didn’t intend to stick around for that sad party. 

      Eva hurried up the narrow stairs, strode to her bedchamber and knelt upon the bedroom floor. She used a letter opener from the desk to pry up a plank near the wardrobe. She had discovered the loose plank months ago, and used the space beneath it as a hiding place for spare change hoarded from trips to the tiny market on the quay. Charles had never asked for the money back, and she had stuffed it in a stocking, in case of an emergency. She set aside the plank, looked down, and was surprised to see an ivory envelope lying on top of her secret stash. The envelope bore her name, scrawled in the unmistakable hand of her deceased husband.

      Charles had known about her secret stash. 

      Violation streaked through her. She sat on her heels and choked back tears as her last illusion died. Charles had directed her every move in the house during their marriage. She had not had a single inch of her own space here. She had thought this one secret was hers and hers alone. But she had been wrong. Charles had known. He had known everything. He probably even knew about her seashore getaway. For the second time in the span of twenty-four hours, another facet of her life had been shattered. 

      Eva swallowed the lump burning in her throat, but it remained like a stone weighing down the noose within her neck.

      “Miss?” 

      Vinko had not obeyed her command to stay downstairs and now stood in the doorway, still holding the shawl and blocking her exit. She stuffed the envelope alongside the credits in the stocking and thought of hiding them both in the folds of her skirt. The man behind her might steal the credits if he knew what the stocking contained. But there was no time for subterfuge. She stood up. 

      He nodded at the sock hanging from her hand.

      “Same as music? Important?” he chided. “One sock only?”

      “Yes,” she answered. She was too busy swallowing her outrage and grief to think of anything clever to throw back at him. Besides, he probably wouldn’t understand sarcasm when it was delivered in a foreign language.

      He stepped aside to let her pass through the doorway and return to the main floor. Then he watched from a distance as she stuffed the credits and envelope into the violin case. She was relieved that he made no move to rob her. Afterward, she collected a skillet, small saucepan, plate, cup, matches and utensils and wrapped them in a cloak.

      “Why take these things?” Vinko asked. “Where will you go?”

      “Anywhere but here.” She slung them over her shoulder.

      “Friend? Family?”

      “No.”

      “Ah.” He frowned, as if he could sense her distress and was making it his own. He held out his hands. “I help you.”

      “Thank you. But I don’t want any help.”

      He motioned toward the front of the house. “Do you want dress? Shoe?”

      “I can get by with what I have. Less to carry.”

      He regarded her for a moment with eyes that darkened to violet. She thought she read genuine concern in those eyes. She could use genuine concern right about now. She could use a friend. But she knew that accepting kindness from a stranger—leaning on anyone—was the wrong direction to take. She would depend solely upon herself from now on. No leaning. She looked away from his kind, magnetic eyes.

      “I have to go,” she said. “You can find your way to the harbormaster’s house on your own. He can assist you. It’s just down the hill. The last building on the left.”

      He frowned. “Not bargain we make.”

      “I’m keeping the bargain as much as I care to keep it.”

      “So you are not to be trusted. You.” He sliced the air with one hand. “Your word not good.”

      “I never said it was.” She gave him a final hard glance and then strode out of the garden.

      He trailed after her.

      “Don’t follow me,” she snapped.

      He stopped near the wind chime. It tinkled in the breeze, producing the only conversation that had ever been made in the garden—besides the chatter in her head. 

      Eva slipped through the gate and never looked back, even though she could feel Vinko’s intense gaze tracking her. She increased her pace, trying to outdistance his regard as soon as she could. The gaze on her back burned as hot as the guilt she felt inside. She had treated him harshly and had not held up her part of the agreement.

      “Good luck, Eva Wilder,” he called after her, still generous with his care even though she had rebuffed him.

      She would need all the luck she could get. The next few days would predict the course of the rest of her life.
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      As Eva lugged her meager belongings down the cliff path, she watched the light rise under a bank of gray clouds. To the east, where the light should have been brighter, she could see only purple. From her year of observing the weather at Port Pennwood, she could predict the sky would stay overcast and another storm would blow in from the east. This time, she would be prepared. 

      She carried the kitchenware and violin case to the hut and hurried back to the beach to gather driftwood for a fire. Even though she was curious about the letter Charles had left in her secret stash, she would have to read it later. She headed for the cliff.

      After the previous night’s downpour, it would be a challenge to find dry wood nearby. But there were piles and piles of driftwood at the base of the cliff where she sometimes went to relieve herself. Surely she could find something dry there. 

      A half hour later, as Eva finished building a fire in the primitive hearth, she heard someone approach the hut. She hid the violin case under the pallet and threw the shawl over the lump, just as a familiar voice called out from beyond the door.

      “Eva Wilder? It is I, Vinko Sunara.”

      The shipwreck victim had found her. She had thought her hiding place was well hidden. But obviously it was not.

      Frowning, she opened the door.

      “I told you not to follow me,” she said. Then she broke off when she saw Vinko standing there with a sack of supplies slung over his back.

      “Harbormaster comes soon to help with cargo. I bring more for you.” He swung the sack around and held it in front of her.

      “How did you find this place?”

      “Tracks.” He waved at the sand behind him.

      “Oh.” She hadn’t thought of that. She should have.

      Without being asked inside, Vinko carried the makeshift sack to the hearth. He had filled a woolen shawl with food as well as a couple of her dresses and underclothes. Eva watched him unpack the items and was touched by his thoughtfulness. His tall frame and wide shoulders filled the small confines of the shack, and his male energy permeated the air with a disturbing buzz. 

      She stood at the door, steeling herself against the waves of masculinity that rolled toward her while he moved about her rustic hideaway, making himself at home. She swallowed. His presence unnerved her so much, she couldn’t think of a word to say. 

      “As for me, Vinko,” he said over his shoulder, oblivious to her reaction to him, “I am hungry. You?”

      She glanced at the bread, cheese and butter, and her mouth watered. But she could not eat with a man who invaded her privacy as well as her equanimity. She remained at the entrance of the hut, upset that Vinko had barged in on her like this. The hut was her domain. Hers alone. She liked it that way.

      “I thank you, citizen, for bringing my things. Please, take the bread and cheese for yourself.” Then she indicated the way out.

      His brow furrowed. “You will not share meal with me?”

      “I am not hungry,” she lied. “And I have things to do.”

      He straightened and chafed his upper arms to get his point across. “Wait for harbormaster here? Me? Get warm?”

      “You are not cold.” She crossed her arms. “You’re sweating. I can see it on your brow.”

      “From walk only.”

      She pointed at the door. “Take the bread and cheese, Citizen Sunara. And I thank you. But you can’t stay. It isn’t proper.”

      He shook his head, disappointed, and for a moment Eva thought he would argue with her. But he seemed to think better of it. He sighed and strode to the door.

      “You aren’t taking the food?” she asked.

      He placed a hand on his flat stomach. “Not hungry now.” He didn’t look at her as he walked past her and into the wind. His black hair lifted in the breeze, and his generous shirt fluttered around his torso and elbows. 

      She had turned him out to face the coming storm. What a heartless thing to do.

      But she was heartless. Everyone knew Eva Wilder had no heart, and that’s just the way it was. She used people, abandoned them and went her way—always apart, always unloved. That had been the story of her life. It was better not to have a heart at all than to long for love and never get it. She had learned to turn off longing by closing off her heart and shutting people out. Being heartless kept her numb, and numbness was better than suffering.

      Vinko Sunara could find his own shelter. She didn’t have time to solve his problems. She had enough problems of her own.

      Eva turned her attention to unpacking the items he had transported from the house, and was surprised to find the garden wind chime rolled in a towel. Vinko had somehow sensed the value of her best work of art and had rescued it. His thoughtfulness struck her again. But she turned away from the feeling. She must not soften toward him.

      She held up the wind chime. The sea glass tinkled a musical whisper, encouraging her to be more whimsical—to go where the wind took her. She grabbed the glass to cut off the sound, and then lay the piece in the sand to mute its siren call. Never again would she allow whimsy to guide her life. 

      The noose in her throat tightened until she could barely take a breath. 

      The only cure was action. She threw herself into the task of stowing everything away and was just making tea when the storm hit. She wrapped her hands around the mug, grateful to be protected from the rain and wind and refusing to feel guilty for sending Vinko away. She ambled to the door of the hut, opened it a crack and looked out on the driving rain, just as the stranger came into view again, this time carrying a crate.

      The man was back. Her spirits lifted and fell simultaneously, leaving her dizzy. She grabbed the door latch to keep her balance.

      Vinko’s hair ran with rain and his clothing clung to his sinewy body as if it were a second layer of skin. Leaning into the wind, he fought to keep going in the storm. Against her better judgment, she held open the door. Neither of them said a word as he hurried into the hut.

      “Keep for me?” he said, adjusting his grip on the crate.

      She nodded toward an empty space near the door. He lowered the box to the sandy floor.

      “Thank you.” He straightened.

      She held out the cup of tea.

      “Thank you.” He sipped the steaming beverage. “Ah.” 

      She watched his expressive lips as he savored the warmth of the beverage and was drawn to his vibrancy in spite of herself. He smiled.

      The man had no filters. If he was happy, he emanated humor. If he was upset, his eyes darkened with storm clouds. If he teased her, his mouth quirked to the side. He displayed his feelings as soon as he felt them, without any reflection beforehand. She couldn’t imagine behaving the way he did. Life had taught her to think twice about anything she said or did.

      “We take cargo to factory soon. Cargo is safe.”

      “That’s fortunate.”

      “I come back for box. Later?”

      “I may not be here for long. I can’t be responsible for it.”

      “Keep from fire and rain. Yes? Dangerous.” He made an exploding gesture with his hands. “Poof. Understand, Miss Eva?”

      She nodded and glanced at the crate. He was asking her to guard something that might explode. That was a lot to expect. And yet, she owed him for his help.

      “You want me to keep that here?”

      “Yes. Is important. For you. Londo City. All.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “Cannot tell.” He shook his head and looked at her with sadness in his crystalline eyes. “You, I cannot trust.”

      She flushed. She had lost his trust. His sad gaze seared her from head to toe, and she fought hard to keep it from burning deeper. She couldn’t allow his opinion to affect her on such a level.

      She planted her fists on her hips. “Then I’ll just see for myself. Later, when you’re gone.”

      “You will not see much,” he said. “You will not understand.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You will see only bags. Gray bags. Not shiny. Not worth money. Do not touch. Only gray bags, Eva.” 

      Gray bags. Now she was curious as well as afraid. She didn’t like the idea of a dangerous box, but he couldn’t very well take it back out in the rain. She didn’t want Vinko around her, but that didn’t mean he deserved to die in an explosion.

      “I really don’t want it here,” she said.

      “You keep.” He glared at her for the first time, cutting off her protest. Then, in the next second, his gaze softened. “You will see. Good.”

      He handed the cup back to her. “Thank you for tea.”

      She glanced up at his eyes, but only for an instant. “Thanks for saving my wind chime.”

      He nodded. Then, without another word, he ducked out of the hut and trotted into the rain.

      Relieved that he had left her alone, Eva looked at the wooden crate and wondered what was inside. But according to Vinko, even if she looked, she wouldn’t know what it was. She decided to ignore the crate and its mysterious contents. Besides, she had a letter to read. 

      Eva made a second cup of tea, using the same leaves as before, and opened the violin case. She picked up the ivory envelope and set her jaw against the berating words she knew would come from her dead husband, even post mortem. Then she tugged the only chair close to the fire and sat down.

      Taking a deep breath, Eva studied the envelope. Her reading practice made it easy to interpret her husband’s crabbed handwriting.

      “In the case of my death,” was scribbled on the back.

      She stared at the words. He must have put the envelope in the hiding hole recently, as she had stashed credits in there a week ago, and hadn’t seen the letter. Had Charles suspected that he might be killed? 

      She tore off the end and poured two keys onto her hand. One was an old-fashioned skeleton key. The other was a shinier gold key that looked like the ones used for government-issued door locks in Londo City. Her curiosity mounted. 

      Eva tucked the keys in the pocket of her vest and unfolded the letter.

      
        
        Eva:

        If you are reading this, you are either snooping unnecessarily or I have been killed. If you are snooping, read this letter as a revelation of the truth between us, and decide how to go forward with your life. If I am dead, read these words as a warning. Either way, in snooping or in death, our marriage is over.

      

      

      
        
        It is unfortunate that our union has come to this. When we married, I had hopes that we could forge a warm, if not passionate, partnership. But the ghosts from your past stood between us like a wall, forever cutting you off from me and the rest of the world. I tried everything I knew—cajoling you, buying you gifts, giving you time to mend whatever had broken your heart, but you neither mended nor confided in me. I might have been able to help, had I known what tormented you. But you never allowed me into your private world.

        I am weary of your tears and headaches. I have given up and, if still living, will turn elsewhere for comfort.

        Thus, this letter.

      

      

      Eva stopped reading and hung her head. Charles’ words cut her. She deserved to be cut, but the pain was still difficult to bear. She shut her eyes, squeezing off tears she refused to cry and fighting the constriction in her throat. She thought back to the many times she had refused Charles and spent a stony night not sleeping, knowing he lay beside her, frustrated and angry. She had considered him heartless and pushy, and his coaxing out of place. She had thought it insensitive, even vulgar, that he could expect kisses and conjugal relations from a woman who was grieving so many losses. Each time he reached out to her, it had felt like an affront. Each time he went silent afterward, he shut her away in her grief, and she stayed there, not wishing to leave her mute space. She had never considered the notion that Charles might have been trying his best. Or that he cared what she was going through.

      Eva stared at the fire, unseeing, with the letter on her knee. It was over, but she didn’t care. She should care, but she didn’t. The words of the letter rang in her ears, putting a new and even more painful spin on the past. She had been the insensitive one for not seeing her husband as a human being instead of a monster. The flames flared, as if stoked by the truth of her selfish behavior. She had been the heartless one. Not Charles. 

      Something unfurled inside her. A truth uncurled, coming into view just beyond the periphery of her consciousness. Had she misjudged Charles? Had he not been a monster after all? If she had talked to him instead of shutting him out, would their marriage have been better? Maybe. But Charles’ touch had never affected her. There had never been a single instant of desire or intimacy between them. Maybe their marriage would always have been a long, dreary flat line.

      How else could she have acted? Enjoying the marriage bed had been impossible in her grief-stricken state. To give herself to Charles when she was grieving and unavailable would have been an act of the most heinous dishonesty—for her and to him. She grieved still. She suspected she might always grieve. And so, yes, she was heartless. She accepted the fact.

      A tear dropped on her hand. She brushed it off and swallowed. She must regain control. Self-control was the only way to get through this letter and the rest of her life.

      Their marriage was over. Good. She would focus on the positive. She would never have to refuse Charles’ advances again. What a relief. She was free of his puny hands and recriminating glances. She was free of the way his small mouth turned into a tight line when he looked at her before turning down the lamp. She had hated that look and the days of silence that came after.

      Eva took a deep breath and bent to the letter once more.

      
        
        If I have perished from unnatural causes, I will have died at the hands of the Overseers. I have learned things about them in the past few days that are not meant for a commissioner to know. They may also come for you.

        Beware of a man named Neal Moray. He is an Overseer and is often here for reasons I have yet to discover but suspect are not legal. He has something to do with a building to which I previously did not have access. I do now, as I have procured a key to it. The old key in this letter is a mate to one I recently discovered in a drawer. If I am dead, that means I used the key to gain entrance to the building and was caught.

        I’m not sure you deserve my consideration, but I will give it anyway. I will provide housing in Londo and a small stipend to you, as long as you live discreetly and never speak of our dissolved marriage. In the case of my death, I ask that you see to the upbringing of my son.

      

      

      Son? Eva flushed. Charles had a son? The revelation took her breath away. Apparently, she was not the only one with ghosts in the past. And what of the woman Charles had tried to save? Had the person named Margaret been his lover? What was that connection?

      Her thoughts swirled, and she had to fight to clear her vision. Eva was almost too shell-shocked to keep reading, but she forced herself to continue. She held the letter to the light of the fire so she wouldn’t miss a single word.

      
        
        As soon as the authorities learn of my treason, they will hunt down my son. His only hope will be you. I beg of you, Eva, do one kind thing for me. Shelter my son.

      

      

      Eva flushed again, this time with indignation. It was bad enough that Charles had produced an illegitimate son that he had never bothered to tell her about, as well as had carnal relations with another woman, but to expect her to take the boy in? That was too much, especially for a woman who had given up her own child in order to marry. But then, Charles hadn’t known about the sacrifices she had made. She had never confided in him. 

      
        
        I have a townhouse in Londo that belonged to my father. If you care for my son—his name is Phineas and he is eleven years old—you can remain in the house and live out your life there or until the Overseers throw you out. I cannot predict what will happen in that regard.

        Phineas lives with his mother at 13 Collins Lane. He will be wary of strangers, so be careful.

        We did not have a successful marriage. But you were never cruel or unfaithful. For that, I am grateful. Therefore, I will provide for you in death or in separation. If you are reading this and I am not dead, I ask that you take the next available train back to Londo and remain in the townhouse at 21 Fairhaven. I will support you as long as you conduct yourself in a way that befits the wife of a commissioner. No scandals. No lovers. I will have agents watching you.

        Charles

      

      

      No lovers. As if she would ever open her heart again. Eva folded the letter and slipped it into the pocket of her vest. She might need it later if questioned by the authorities over ownership of the Paar townhouse.

      She stood up. She would decide about the boy later. She owed Charles some consideration, but not as great as that of parenting a child. What of his mother? Was she dead? She must be. If that were the case, the boy would be hunted down as an orphan and imprisoned. Unfortunate for him—but why should she be forced to care for a bastard child? Once again, Fate was slapping her in the face.

      How could Charles upend her life like this and expect her to pick up the pieces? She might have misjudged him, but he was just like Aiden after all, taking a risk and leaving her to clean up afterward. She burned. She was through with cleaning up after men. And that included taking care of a boy. 

      Especially the boy.

      Eva planted her fists at her waist and looked around the hut, taking in her meager belongings and rustic surrounds. What to do? She would prefer to live in Port Pennwood and stay near the sea. She loved the fresh air and occasional sunshine. But she couldn’t survive here on her own. She had no way to earn money. 

      If she refused Charles’ offer, she would have to return to Londo and a working class life. She had enough credits in the sock to buy a ticket back to the city. There, she could find a job and re-register for Distribution. But the prospect filled her with dread. 

      Or, she could take the easy way out and live the life of a commissioner’s widow and not have to work or worry about food. She wouldn’t even have to take care of the boy, not if she didn’t choose to. No one would know about the boy. And Charles would never know if she fulfilled his last request or not. Charles was dead.

      She had two days to make her decision. In two days, the train would arrive. She would decide how to move forward tomorrow, after she had more time to ponder her situation.

      Eva poured a third cup of tea. While she sipped it, she gazed at the mysterious crate and heard Vinko’s voice in her head.

      “I do not trust you. So cannot tell.”

      She was untrustworthy and heartless. No use pretending to be something she was not. Eva set aside the empty cup and clenched her jaw. She knew exactly what she was going to do about Charles’ love child.
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