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And my good master, though I had not asked, urged me: “Look at that mighty one who comes and does not seem to shed a tear of pain.”

—Dante’s Inferno, Canto XVIII, ll. 82-84


 



 



Nothing great enters the life of mortals without a curse.


—Sophocles




Chapter 1

Cornwall, 1816

 



 




She was to be given to him as a gift—a plaything for some powerful, dark stranger. How her life had come to this, Kate Madsen could barely comprehend, but her rage at this horrifying fate was muted by the drug her kidnappers forced down her throat.

The tincture of the poppy soon dissolved her will to fight.

Within half an hour of being made to swallow it, it had tamed her temper, blurred her mind, quelled the usual sharp-tongued retorts she blasted at her captors, and left her hands limp instead of her usual clenched fists when the smugglers’ wives came in to prepare her for her doom.

Barely two-thirds conscious, capable only of dull-witted yes’s and no’s, she was uncharacteristically docile as the women washed her roughly and dressed her like a harlot for their lord.

Kate did not know what the smugglers had done to anger the dread Duke of Warrington, but from what she could glean, she was to be the virgin sacrifice by which they hoped to appease his wrath.

His appetite for women was known to be voracious.

This, along with his expertise in all manner of violence, was, she had heard, why the locals privately called their landlord “the Beast.”

None of it felt real. When she saw her reflection clad in the indecent shred of white muslin they had made her wear, she could only laugh bitterly. She knew she did not have a prayer. Half-naked, she shivered uncontrollably—not so much from the cold but in terror of the night ahead.

Only the sedative offered sweet refuge, carrying her fears away to oblivion, like so much chimney smoke torn asunder by the winter wind that even now was howling through the seaside village.

The women nearly scalped her while combing out the tangles in her long brown hair. They sprinkled her with cheap perfume, then stood back to admire their work.

“Right pretty,” one weathered sea-wife declared. “She don’t clean up too badly.”

“Aye, the Beast should fancy her.”

“Still too pale,” another said. “Put some rouge on her, Gladys.”

It all seemed to be happening to someone else. A slimy daub of pink-tinted cream rubbed into her cheeks none too gently, then her lips.

“There.” This done, they pulled Kate to her feet and started herding her toward the door.

Through her dulled, distorted senses, the prospect of exiting the cramped room that had been her recent prison roused Kate slightly from her stupor. “Wait,” she forced out in a mumble. “I . . . don’t have any shoes.”

“That’s so you won’t try runnin’ away again, Miss Clever!” Gladys snapped. “Here, finish your wine. I’d take it if I were you. He’s like to be rough with ye.”

Kate stared at her, her glassy eyes widening at the warning, but she did not argue. She took the cup and gulped down the last swallow of drugged red wine, while the crude harpies cackled with laughter to think they had finally succeeded in breaking her will.

Lord knew, if not for the strong dose of laudanum they had given her, she would have been screaming bloody murder and fighting them like a wild thing, just as she had on the night of her abduction about a month ago.

Instead, she simply finished the cup and handed it back to them with a grim, lost gaze.

The women bound her wrists with some rope, then took her downstairs to the ground floor of the cluttered little house.

In the room below, grizzled old Caleb Doyle and the other male leaders of the smugglers’ ring were waiting to take her up to the castle. She could not bear to make eye contact with anyone, humiliated by the way they had made her look like a whore—she, who had always valued herself for her brains, not her looks.

Thank God, none of them saw fit to mock her. She did not think what was left of her pride could have borne it.

Despite the heavy, rolling fog that hung over her mind, she noticed how somber the men’s mood was. There was none of the cheerful vulgarity she had come to expect from the citizens of the smugglers’ village.

Tonight, she could almost smell their fear, and it multiplied her own exponentially.

Good God, what manner of man were they taking her to, that he could make these rough criminals tremble like whipped dogs at their master’s approach?

“Finally made a lady of the little hoyden, have ye?” Caleb, the smugglers’ chieftain, grunted at his wife.

“Aye. She’ll show some manners now. Don’t worry, ’usband,” Gladys added. “She’ll soften his anger.”

“Let’s just hope he takes the bait,” Caleb muttered. He turned away, but Gladys grasped his arm and pulled her husband aside.

“You’re sure you want to risk this?”

He scoffed. “What choice do I have?”

Though the couple kept their voices down, Kate stood close enough to hear their tense exchange—not that she was able to make much sense of it, with her usually sharp wits deliberately dulled, as was no doubt their plan.

“Why don’t you just talk to him, Caleb? Aye, he’ll be furious, but if ye explain what happened—”

“I’m done groveling to him!” her husband shot back angrily. “Look at the answer our fine duke sent back the last time we asked for help! Coldhearted bastard. Rubbin’ elbows with princes and czars, wrapped up in God-knows-what dark dealings on the Continent. His Grace is too important to be bothered with the likes of us these days,” he said bitterly. “I can’t even remember the last time he troubled himself with a visit to Cornwall. Can you?”

“It’s been a long time,” she admitted.

“Aye, and he only came back this time on account of the blasted shipwreck! He don’t care about us anymore, never mind we’re his own people. You ask me, he’s forgot where he came from. But this little lesson ought to help remind him.”

“Caleb!”

“I ain’t afraid of ’im! Don’t worry. Once he’s had the girl, he’ll be up to his neck in this, too, whether he likes it or not. Then he’ll have no choice but to help us.”

“Aye, and if you’re wrong, there will be hell to pay.”

“I expect there will be,” he replied with a hard glitter in his shrewd old eyes. “But look at my choices, Gladys. Better the devil you know.”

“Right, well, if you’re sure, then. Off ye go.” Gladys folded her arms across her chest.

Caleb turned away, his weathered face taut as he gestured to his men. “Come on. Bring the girl. Let’s not keep His Grace waitin’!”

Two of the grubby smugglers took hold of Kate’s arms and, without further ado, ushered her out into the biting cold of the pitch-black January night.

Her brain seethed as she tried to sort out the sketchy information in the Doyles’ exchange. This was the first sort of explanation she had heard about what was going on, but with the laudanum working in her blood, her wits were too slugging to weigh it all out. She rose and fell on waves between  euphoria and dread; following one train of thought simply took too much effort. It was easier just to drift . . .

Meanwhile, the smugglers lifted her limp body and deposited her in the second of three battered, waiting carriages. Caleb threw her a flimsy blanket to keep her from catching her death. He locked her in with a wary look, as if he suspected her of eavesdropping.

A moment later, they set out for Kilburn Castle, the ancestral home of the Beast.

As their caravan rumbled out of the wind-whipped village, Kate stared blankly out the carriage window.

Above, the hooked moon tore like a claw through the smoky scattered clouds, revealing pinprick stars; winter constellations marched down over the horizon into the glossy onyx English Channel.

Feeble lanterns on the smugglers’ boats bobbed in the harbor, riding out the frigid night at anchor.

Ahead, the road hugged the hill as their small caravan ascended. And far up on the distant crest, the black tower of Kilburn Castle loomed.

Kate rested her forehead for a moment against the carriage window, staring dully at the castle. She had already had plenty of time to contemplate what she might find there, for through the window of the tiny bedchamber that had been her prison cell for the past few days, she had been able to see the stark tower standing alone a few miles away on the bleak cliff top.

According to local legend, the castle was haunted, its master’s bloodlines cursed.

She shook her head in woozy annoyance. Ignorant peasant superstitions. The Duke of Warrington was not cursed, merely evil, she could have explained to these unlettered brutes. What other sort of man would participate in such iniquity?

From the snatches of gossip she had overheard among the smugglers’ women over the past few weeks, the duke sounded like the very worst sort of aristocrat—rich, powerful,  corrupt. Steeped in sheer debauchery. She had also heard the women say His Grace belonged to some unspeakable libertines’ society in London called the Inferno Club.

How he amused himself there made her shudder even to wonder.

Hating him, however, seemed as futile as wondering why all this was happening to her.

She had never really understood from the start why she had been kidnapped. She lived so quietly at the edge of the moors with her books and writings; she kept to herself, never bothered anyone. She had no enemies that she knew of.

Nor many friends, admittedly.

Why would somebody target her?

For all her love of logic puzzles since she was a child, she could not riddle this one out, until at length, she had drawn her own conclusions based on the few facts she possessed.

The smugglers dealt in black markets, which, since the end of the war, had ceased to exist. Now that there was peace, there were no more tariffs on French luxury goods.

Lean times had come to Cornwall. Ergo, to make a living, the smugglers must have broadened their interests by venturing into a darker sort of commodity.

Oh, she had read about so-called white slavery before. The newspapers spoke of criminal rings that abducted young females without any family, and sold them in secrecy to decadent noblemen and other rich perverts to rape at will, as though inflicting pain and terror was its own expensive form of depraved amusement.

Though she had heard of it, Kate had never dreamed it was anything more than a lurid myth, the stuff of the Gothic novels that were her secret vice. Yet somehow, to her horror, here she was, caught up in it.

This was the only explanation that seemed to fit at all.

The Doyles’ tense conversation of a few moments ago offered new bits of insight, but in her current muddled state, she did not have the wherewithal to assimilate it into her  working theory. Whatever their words had meant, it did not bode well.

More important than knowing why, at any rate, was figuring some way out of this.

The castle was getting closer. Her fear mounted with every yard of road the carriages covered. Rallying herself with a mighty effort against the heaviness of the laudanum, Kate sat up and tried the door handle. She rattled it with some vague notion of escape, but it did not budge.

Even if she could succeed in breaking free, she realized that exposed to the elements, half-naked as she was, the wet, brutal cold would kill her within hours.

She could not even hope for justice someday, she thought in a flood of despair. Everyone knew that a duke was practically immune to prosecution for any form of criminal barbarity.

Besides, whom would she tell? For that matter, who would believe her? She barely believed it herself. For all she knew, this man might kill her in his pursuit of twisted pleasure.

No, her only hope at this point was that when he was finally done with her, he might let her live, might let her just go home.

The thought of her cozy thatched cottage at the edge of Dartmoor brought tears of nearly unbearable homesickness to her eyes, all of her emotions intensified by the opiates. By God, if she ever made it home, she swore she would never complain again about her rural isolation out there on the heath. For she had discovered lately that there were worse things in the world than loneliness.

The hardest part was thinking that stupid O’Banyon had not even kidnapped the right girl!

On the night of her abduction, the ringleader, O’Banyon, kept calling her by the wrong name—Kate Fox instead of Kate Madsen.

Her name was Kate Madsen!

With failing hope, she thought perhaps it might all be an outrageous case of mistaken identity. Perhaps she could convince  the duke that this was never supposed to happen, not to her.

And yet . . . a glimmer of a childhood memory, a tiny incident she had almost forgotten poked a hole in her neat little theory about the white slavers, spawning a fearful bewilderment that shook her to the core.

But there was no time left to ponder the question.

Her fate was at hand. They had come to Kilburn Castle.

Surrounded by a landscape of bleakly frosted rock, its rugged stone face was silvered by moonlight, contoured with charcoal shadows.

Kate turned, looking this way and that as the three carriages pounded over the drawbridge and gusted under the archway of the barbican gatehouse, a bristling portcullis hanging overhead. A pair of burly guards there waved them through without stopping them.

So. We are expected.

She stared out the carriage window at the castle’s outer walls. They stretched out on either side and disappeared into the night, like a steely embrace she would never escape.

Her pulse slammed. Escape from here? No. There is no way. Even if she were warmly dressed and in her right mind, there were armed men everywhere.

Why? Why does he keep all these guards?

It seemed to be more evidence that the duke had plenty to hide.

She had already drawn a few conclusions about his dealings with the smugglers. As the aristocratic patron of these criminals, she had ascertained that the duke allowed the smugglers to operate freely along his coastal lands, no doubt in exchange for a cut of their ill-gotten gains. The smugglers probably supplied the girls that fed the demon appetites of the Inferno Club.

No wonder he kept all these guards, she thought. Even drugged, she could see it was only logical that a wealthy peer who dabbled in the criminal underworld would want to take added measures to ensure his security.

Perhaps he was merely as paranoid as every tyrant in history, she thought, missing her dusty historical tomes. Caesar and his Praetorian Guards—and the modern-day Caesar, Napoleon, with his elite Grande Armée, or what was left of it, after Waterloo last summer.

Lord, if the duke was this paranoid, her situation might be even more dire than she had thought.

Ahead, the Norman keep with its four rounded towers rose against the darkness. The carriages filed into the mighty quadrangle, arriving in a formal courtyard at the center of the inner bailey.

As the horses clattered to a halt, a fresh wave of terror gripped her, any hope of some miraculous reprieve dwindling by the second.

Quickly, the smugglers began jumping out of their three vehicles. The door to the middle one flew open abruptly; a burst of frigid air rushed in.

“Come on,” Caleb ordered gruffly. Reaching into the carriage, the smugglers’ chieftain pulled her out.

Kate clutched the too-small blanket, trying to protect herself from the elements, but he ripped it away, leaving her exposed again in her harlot gown. “You don’t need that.”

When he set her on her feet, she let out a small cry of pain, for the thin white stockings she wore offered no protection against the coating of frost on the flagstones.

Doyle nodded to a pair of his underlings. “Help her walk.”

“Aye, sir.” The two men grabbed her by her elbows and began steering her toward the yawning Gothic entrance.

Teeth chattering, her body shivering violently, Kate did her best to keep up, but her legs were wobbly with fear, her almost-bare feet smarting with every step.

Still dizzy and disoriented, she thought surely anyone who saw her at this moment would believe she was indeed just a common drunken trollop. Oh, God, her highborn French mama would be turning over in her grave to see her now.

Fortunately, however, the cold served one purpose in  Kate’s favor. It cleared away some of her stupor, forcing her to stay relatively alert and aware of her surroundings.

She kept a bleary eye out for any means of escape, either now or in the future. Scanning the smugglers who had come along, she did not see any of the three who had burst into her cottage on the night of her kidnapping.

She especially hated O’Banyon. Filthy, leering brute.


She had overheard the ringleader’s name on the night of her abduction when one of the two younger men had asked him for permission to rob her home after they had taken her captive. O’Banyon had generously allowed his assistants that night to help themselves to whatever money and jewelry they could find. Which wasn’t much, anyway.

The possessions Kate valued most of all sat on her bookshelf, but those ruffians were too crude to care about the likes of Aristotle and the Bard.

Just inside the windbreak of the mighty stone entrance, Doyle called a halt. “Untie her hands,” he ordered his underlings.

The men holding her arms looked at their chief in surprise.

“His Grace might not like it,” Caleb muttered. “Let him tie her up himself if that’s how he wants her. Don’t worry, she ain’t goin’ nowhere. Lass barely knows her own name at the moment. Go on, be quick about it!” he ordered, nodding at the ropes around her wrists. “I’m freezin’ me arse off.”

To Kate’s relief, the man he had spoken to obeyed, removing the knotted rope that bound her wrists.

Before moving on, however, Mr. Doyle stuck his finger in her face and issued a dire warning. “Don’t you give His Grace any o’ your lip, my girl, or you’ll wish you was back in that cellar. Ye mark me? He don’t take kindly to insolence. He’s a very powerful man. If you’re smart, you keep your mouth shut and do as he tells you. Understand?”

She nodded meekly, rubbing her chafed wrists.

The smugglers’ chief looked startled by the absence of her usual fighting spirit. The frown on Caleb’s lined face deepened  to a scowl. “Aw, don’t look at me like that—some wee lamb brought to slaughter!” he blustered. “Dozens o’ lasses around these parts would give their right arm to spend a few nights in his bed! You’ll live.”

Kate stiffened, but his rough tone had succeeded in chasing off the threat of tears that stung her eyelids and calling up the last reserves of her courage. She steeled herself the best she could and squared her shoulders, determined to survive. By God, she would not go into this already cringing and defeated.

“Come on, you lot,” Doyle muttered to his men, shrugging off her ruin. “Let’s give the devil his due.” With that, he banged on the iron-studded door with the huge metal knocker.

At once, a wiry, black-clad butler admitted them.

“Evening, Mr. Eldred,” Caleb greeted him with all the charm he could muster as they stepped inside.

The butler bowed like an animated skeleton in black clothes. “Mr. Doyle.” He had shrewd, deep-set eyes, a bony face, and an air of gaunt, foreboding stillness. Past his receding hairline, a storm cloud of wild gray hair stuck out in all directions at the back of his head.

His expression inscrutable, Eldred the butler glanced at Kate, but was apparently too shrewd to ask any questions. He turned away, lifting his lantern high. “This way, please. The master is expecting you.”

Their whole party followed as Eldred led them down a tall, shadowy corridor, all stone and aged plaster and carved dark wood. Kate stumbled along on her frozen feet, staring all around her. She had never been in a castle before, but it was hard to believe that anyone could actually live in such a place.

It was not a home, it was a fortress, a mighty barracks left over from the days of knights and dragons.

Everything was dark and hard, cold and threatening. Ancient weapons, shields and pieces of armor, tattered battle flags hung on the walls instead of paintings. There was not one cozy thing about it, yet perversely, despite its unwelcoming  atmosphere, the castle’s historical significance made her forget her dread for one or two seconds as her scholar’s unquenchable curiosity was roused about the place, the battles it had seen, and all the other mysterious things that might have happened here over the centuries.

Then she noticed her captors becoming increasingly nervous.

“ ’Hoy, Eldred.” Caleb leaned toward the butler as they trudged down a darkly paneled corridor. “How’s his mood tonight? ”

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“The Beast!” he whispered. “Is he in a foul temper?”

The butler eyed him in disapproval. “I’m sure I couldn’t say.”

“So, that’s a yes,” Caleb muttered.

Then Eldred led them into a cavernous great hall with a soaring vaulted ceiling.

Darkness clustered thickly between the arching beams. Moldering tapestries draped the side walls here and there. Overlooking the room, a small balcony—the minstrel’s gallery—jutted out slightly from the far wall. Closer to hand, several pieces of thick, ancient furniture provided barren comfort.

Two black-clad guards, like those stationed at the gatehouse, were posted in the nearest corners. They stood at attention, as immovable as the ancient suits of armor that adorned the great hall.

The only real sign of life glowed from the blazing bonfire in the yawning fireplace, far away down at the dais end of the hall—and it was there that Kate caught her first glimpse of the Beast.

She knew at once that it was he.

The huge, crackling power of his presence filled the hall before he even turned around. His back to them, the Duke of Warrington stood before the fire, a towering figure silhouetted against the flames.

He was toying with a large, strange weapon with a long, notched blade, some sort of deadly cross between a lance  and a sword. Balancing it on its tip, he twirled it slowly in a most ominous fashion.

Eldred announced them with a polite cough. “Ahem, Your Grace: Caleb Doyle and company.”

He lifted the weapon, resting the bar of its long handle on his huge shoulder.

Her heart leaped up into her throat as the iron giant slowly pivoted to face them. He paused, studying them from across the hall with a dissecting stare.

Then he began prowling toward them, his long paces unhurried yet relentless: a medieval warlord in modern-day clothes. Each fall of his mud-flecked boots boomed in the hollow vastness of the chamber.

Kate’s mouth hung open slightly as she stared at him in fear and some degree of awe.

Caleb whipped off his hat and took a couple steps forward, gesturing to his men to do the same.

The smugglers’ party advanced in cringing dread, with Kate in the center.

Her stare stayed locked on the warrior duke as he sauntered closer. She searched in vain for any sign of softness in the man, but instead, a capacity for ruthless force emanated from him. He was hard and dark and dangerous, intimidation incarnate.

It was clear he had just arrived, his wild, windblown mane of thick sable hair tied back in a queue. She studied him, wide-eyed. The dark knotted cloth around his neck was nothing so formal as a cravat. His loose white shirt hung open a bit at the neck, disappearing into a black waistcoat that hugged his lean, sculpted torso.

Rain and sleet still dotted his black riding breeches, while the reddish firelight gleamed on the blade that he wielded so idly as he advanced, as though he’d been born with it in his hand.

Heart pounding, Kate could not take her eyes off him.

He appeared to be in his midthirties; she scanned his square, rugged face as he drew closer. He had thick, dark  eyebrows with a scar above the left like the mark of a thunderbolt. His skin was unfashionably bronzed, as though he had spent years in sunnier climes. His nose was broad but straight, the grim set of his hard mouth bracketed by lines.

His eyes were terrifying.

Steely in color and expression, they were narrowed with suspicion, their depths gleaming with a banked fury that she realized he was waiting to unleash on the smugglers—and might take out on her, as well, before the night was through.

Dear God, he could kill her easily, she understood at once. The man was huge, nearly six and a half feet tall, with arms of iron, and shoulders like the Cornish cliffs. He looked strong enough to lift a horse, while she only came up to the center of his massive chest.

No wonder the smugglers were terrified of him, despite Caleb’s claim to the contrary back at the village. Warrington had the imposing physique of a conqueror, and all the worldly power of the aristocracy’s highest rank, save the royal family.

She tried to back away as the duke stalked closer, running a bold stare over the length of her.

“What is this?” he growled softly at Doyle, nodding at her. She reacted instinctively to his notice, pulling against her captors’ hold in panic. She tried to run.

They stopped her.

“A gift, Your Grace!” Caleb Doyle exclaimed in forced joviality.

As the smugglers dragged her over to him, Warrington studied her like a predatory wolf.

“A gift? ” he echoed in a musing tone.

Caleb thrust her toward him with a cheerful grin. “Aye, sir! A token of our regard, to welcome you back to Cornwall after all this time! A fine young bed warmer for a cold winter’s night. Right little beauty, ain’t she?”

He was silent for a long moment, perusing her intently. Then he answered barely audibly, his deep voice reverberated like a distant rumble of thunder drawing closer: “Indeed.”

Caught in his stare, Kate could not even move. She was lucky she remembered to keep breathing.

When Caleb laughed again nervously, the others followed suit, but Warrington barely took note of them, his stare trailing over her in appreciation.

“Very thoughtful of you, Doyle,” he murmured, taking lecherous note of how the chill affected certain regions of her anatomy.

His brazen stare erased any last remaining hope that he might not be a party to their crimes. Of course he was.

She was naught but merchandise to him.

“We thought you’d like ’er, sir. We brought a few other tokens of our regard, as well—” Doyle gestured hastily to his followers. “Show him. Hurry!” His men leaped into motion, presenting their lord with a case of premium brandy and a selection of fine tobaccos.

He barely glanced at these offerings, however, still studying Kate with a speculative gleam in his eyes.

She barely knew what to do with herself. She had never been looked at this way by a man—inspected, nay, devoured.

Warrington’s glance flicked down from her still-damp hair to her stockinged feet, assessing her from top to bottom; then, to her surprise, he stared, hard, into her eyes—but only for a moment.

In that fleeting instant, she was not sure what she read in his penetrating gaze, other than a chilling degree of intelligence, like a man in the midst of a chess game.

“The gift is, er, acceptable, Your Grace?” Caleb ventured in a delicate tone.

The duke flashed a dangerous smile more potent than the laudanum.

“We’ll soon find out,” he said. Never taking his stare off her, he nodded to his silent guardsmen. “Put her in my chamber.”




Chapter 2


Kate gasped as two of his black-clad guards took ate gasped as two of his black-clad guards took her from the smugglers’ hold. She struggled to free her arms, scowling in woozy defiance. Damn and blast!

“Let go of me!” Her angry words came out slightly slurred.

“Is there a problem?” the duke demanded, glancing back in irritation.

“No, sir,” the guard on her right answered rather sheepishly as he gripped her elbow again.

“Don’t touch me!” Kate yanked away and nearly lost her balance. Steadying herself, she whirled to meet Warrington’s gaze with a curse for him on the tip of her tongue like a dart.

“Go upstairs and wait for me,” he ordered her.

Kate stopped, taken off guard by the velvet undertones in his deep voice. She forgot her anger for a heartbeat, arrested by the promise of pleasure in his smoky eyes; she stood motionless, staring at him but disoriented when the drug swept her up in its most disturbing side effect yet.

Attraction. Arousal.


A fatal fascination with him gripped her. He was beautiful, undeniably, but an utter mystery to her. One she suddenly desired to solve, obsessed as she had always been with  finding hidden answers. An impetuous hunger to taste his lips stormed through her blood. As if outside herself, she saw, of course, this was the maddest possible reaction.

She couldn’t seem to control it. Dear God, the devilish tincture would almost make her eager for her own ravishment. How humiliating!

At the same time, the satisfaction in his eyes, as if he was thoroughly used to being wanted by women, his air of towering pride, awoke the slumbering fighter within her.

How dare he have this effect on me?

Who did he think he was, the big arrogant brute? A rush of bracing anger slammed her back to her senses, but as she shook off the strange sensation of lust, Caleb’s warnings echoed through her mind. Keep your mouth shut. Do as he tells you. Kate stifled a low growl. Easier said than done, she thought, but at least now her wary sense of self-preservation had returned.

Given that Warrington’s pride seemed even larger than his castle, she suddenly realized it would be folly to dare reject him in front of all his men. Only a fool would give him a reason to punish her. Don’t make it worse for yourself.


“Parker?” he said in a long-suffering tone.

“Yes, Your Grace. Sorry, sir.” The guard on her right, apparently Parker, took hold of her arm again. “Come along, miss. His Grace has got business to attend to with these fellows.”

Kate suspended her efforts to fight, realizing direct confrontation with such an invincible foe was not going to get her anywhere. She stood a better chance of dashing away from these two guards once they were out of the Beast’s vicinity.


Bide your time. Be patient, she told herself.

Though she shot a parting glare at the smugglers, she offered no further objections, but let the duke’s black-clad henchmen escort her out of the great hall.

Passing the dais end of the chamber, they exited through the archway beneath the minstrels’ gallery.

At once, the two men shepherded her up a lonely staircase carved of stone. The merest glimmer of starlight shone  through the stained glass of the tall, pointed window at the landing where the stairwell turned.

Though her brain was still working slowly, she cast about for a ruse of some sort that would help her slip away from the guards. “I-I need to use the necessary,” she forced out all of a sudden.

“Don’t you get sick on our floors,” the man the duke had addressed as “Parker” warned her sternly. “Hold on, the garderobe’s right up here.”

“Garderobe?” she mumbled.

Reaching the upper floor, they tugged her over to a sort of closet at the end of hallway. Parker took a lantern off a peg on the wall and handed it to her.

“Take this with you. And mind you don’t fall into the moat while you’re at it.” He opened the door to the garderobe for her, but Kate immediately recoiled at the smell—beyond disgusting!

Bringing her hand up to cover her mouth and nose, she shook her head violently, backing away. “Never mind!”

The guards laughed. “That’ll clear your head, won’t it, you little tosspot?” the other one said.

“Ah, leave ’er alone, Wilkins. She can’t help what she is. Come on, you,” Parker muttered. “There’s a chamber pot in the solar if you’re goin’ to puke.”

Actually, Kate had not felt queasy until now, but the horrible stench of the garderobe had temporarily routed all thoughts of escape.

Merely happy that she could breathe again, she paid scant attention as they marched her past the top of the stairs, heading down the upper hallway in the opposite direction.

Before she could summon a second idea for how she might evade them, a roar from the great hall below suddenly echoed up to them, its distant reverberations booming through the minstrels’ gallery on the mezzanine.

“How dare you disobey me? Did I not make myself perfectly clear?”

The terrifying bellow froze Kate in her tracks. Wide-eyed,  she looked back slowly toward the stairwell and blanched. She could not make out every thunderous word, but the Beast was clearly giving the smugglers what for.

“Waste my time . . . bring down this embarrassment on my name? Fools! I should let the hangman have the lot of you!”

The guards exchanged a worried glance, then Parker grumbled at her not to dawdle. Lifting her by her arms, his henchmen sailed her along down the dark hallway, till they came to a massive arched door.

One man opened it; the other thrust her in.

“Off you go, now. Make yourself comfortable.”

Kate stumbled into the solar, then spun around, her heart pounding. “Wait! You can’t leave me here!”

“Sorry, miss. Just following orders. His Grace will be with you shortly.”

“But I don’t—”

They shut the door in her face.

“Hey!”

“Daft chit’s conversin’ with Pharaoh,” she heard Wilkins mutter.

“Aye, well, it’s none of our affair.”

Hearing a key turn in the lock, Kate lurched forward, falling against the door. “Come back! You don’t understand!” She pounded on it. “Please! Mr. Parker! Let me out!”

No answer.

Had they already gone? She knelt quickly and peered with one eye through the keyhole.

There was only darkness. She could hear the businesslike rhythm of the Beast’s two disciplined henchmen marching away.

“Oh, God,” Kate whispered, closing her eyes and leaning her reeling head against the door. Thankfully, the solidity of its hard planks helped to steady the woozy pounding in her brain.

It was then, quite without warning, she noticed the chamber they had brought her to was . . . wonderfully warm.

Feeling was returning to her cold-numbed feet. She was still shivering, but not so violently now. She opened her eyes, lifted her head, and straightened up by cautious degrees from her spot by the keyhole.

As the sweet thaw spread through her chilled body, she slowly turned and faced the duke’s chamber.

To her uneasy surprise, it was not so bad. It wasn’t a dungeon cell. She could spy no instruments of torture. No dripping pools of blood on the floor, after all.

A cheery fire in the hearth cast a warm glow through the dark-paneled room, making it seem unexpectedly cozy.

The fire entranced her. She was drawn to it instinctively across a thick carpet woven in rich colors. She did not stop until she stood on the warmed slates before the fireplace, sighing with gratitude while the lovely heat seeped up into her through the soles of her icy feet. Warmth—at last.


Keeping her arms wrapped around herself, she glanced down at the leather armchair set before the fireplace, a luxurious white fur throw strewn across it.

It was more temptation than she could resist.

In the next instant, she was curled up on the armchair, huddled under the fur throw, and telling herself that as soon as she was fully warmed, she would rally her wits and find some way to escape.

The thought of fleeing back out into the bitter winter night made her want to weep. But for now, she would just rest here for a few minutes to regain her strength.

In a moment, she would come up with a plan . . .

What she did not realize was that the cold had been the only thing keeping her awake. It alone had been warding off the full effects of the laudanum. The warmth that now enveloped her was richly comforting, lulling her senses.

Moments passed . . . she suddenly jerked awake, having failed to notice herself falling asleep.

Disaster!

Shoving off the fur throw with an angry motion, her heart pounding, she paused for a moment, took a deep, shaky  breath, and pondered the ruin that could have befallen her if she had not returned to her senses.

Good God, could she make it any easier on him? Handsome or not, she did not intend to let that man force himself on her tonight. Unsure how much time had passed, she sat up straighter and glanced around for a clock.

Instead, for the first time, she now noticed the giant bed hulking in the deep shadows on the far end of the room.

She stared at it for a long moment: the ornately carved posts of time-blackened wood, the crimson velvet hangings. A chill ran down her spine. It was to be the place of her ruin; even so, she was not immune to its instinctual pull.

The duke’s bed was the picture of warm, luxurious softness, safety: pillows, blankets. All seemed to beckon to her, even from where she sat.


No. She was not that weak. She turned forward again and shook her head, trying to clear out the cobwebs, even as the laudanum tormented her with the need for sleep.

Ignoring the bed with a will, she sank back into the armchair, drawing the fur throw back around her, still promising herself she’d look for an exit in a moment. But gazing into the fire, its dancing flames soon mesmerized her.

Nothing seemed to matter anymore.

Her mind drifted hopelessly, the drugged swaying of the room summoning childhood memories of those bygone days, the happiest in her life, when she had lived aboard her father’s ship at sea.

With a faint, drugged half smile and a heartbreaking wave of nostalgia at the bright memories, she recalled how Papa used to let her stand at the helm and play the role of his miniature bo’sun. He’d tell her what to say, and she’d repeat his orders, shouting them out to the crew in a high-pitched, child’s voice: “Ahoy, you lazy buggers! Mind the topsail! Trim the main!”


Strange how the thought of Papa could make her feel safe, even at a time like this.

Too bad he was dead and could not lift a finger to help her. She was on her own.

As usual.


Must get up. I’ve got to get out of here. Hurry. Find a way out. Before he comes . . . She tried to rise, but her body felt like lead. The dreamworld had begun to claim her in earnest this time. One more minute, begged her fading senses. I’ll just close my eyes . . .


 



Rohan Kilburn, the Duke of Warrington, trusted he had made his displeasure clear. The great hall still reverberated with the echoes of his wrath, but damn it, this debacle was a waste of critical time.

As one of the Order’s top assassins, he burned to be back in London hunting the deadly Promethean operative, Dresden Bloodwell, who had been spotted in Town.

Worse, one of the Order’s finest agents had been captured.

As long as Drake remained in enemy hands, all their identities were at risk as members of the ancient warrior brotherhood, the secretive Order of St. Michael the Archangel.

Unfortunately, there was no getting out of this task.

The recent shipwreck had been perpetrated by his tenants on his stretch of England’s coastline; therefore, it was his problem.

And so, here he was, with instructions from his handler back in London not to return until the smugglers’ ring had been secured.

Lucky for Caleb Doyle and his motley followers, the smugglers still remained a vital conduit for the Order’s secret communications.

For years, the Dukes of Warrington and the local smugglers’ ring had shared a cordial but clandestine symbiosis. Just like his father before him, Rohan kept the village rents low and turned a blind eye to the smugglers’ black market schemes—within reason.

In exchange, old Caleb Doyle, the smugglers’ current chief, made sure that the Order’s coded messages were delivered to various foreign ports as swiftly as the wind could carry them, no questions asked.

The bold and speedy smuggler captains had honed their talents at evading Customs; they were a highly useful resource, considering that the Prometheans had spies watching every port in Europe. The smugglers were able to get in and out of any harbor before the enemy even knew they were there.

The end of the war against Napoleon, however, had lifted the trade tariffs, shutting down the lucrative black market that had been the smugglers’ bread and butter for twenty years. Devil take them, how many times had he warned the fools not to squander the fortune they were raking in while the fat times lasted? To put some gold aside for later? Had they listened?

Of course not. Indeed, they had infuriated him several months ago with their outrageous plea for yet more money.

The tersely worded letter he had sent back had been the end of it, or so he had thought. Apparently, he had been wrong. Greed, ambition, desperation had driven his unruly tenants to overstep the simple boundaries he had laid down for them.

Now they had drawn themselves to the attention of the Coast Guard with their activities, and he was all that stood between them and the gallows.

Well, rules were rules. If he did not bring down the hammer on them and deal with them privately in his own fashion, it was going to become a public scandal, and the Order could not have that.

There was an old seaside ploy, a trick of the trade, that English smugglers had indulged in for centuries.

By the clever use of multiple large lanterns, they could simulate the signals of a lighthouse, luring unsuspecting ships to wreck on nearby rocks. This done, they would run down onto the beach, steal whatever washed ashore, and even row out and claim whatever booty they could scavenge from the wreckage.

It was a reckless, cutthroat procedure, and, of course,  highly illegal. He could hardly believe the fools had done it. They clearly needed reminding of whom they answered to.

Pacing past the row of tattered ruffians lined up before him, he sent each one a glance of dark severity. He still dangled his unusual sword from his hand as casually as a dandy might swing his walking stick.

He paused to stare the largest man into submission, the one they called Ox. The sweaty mountain of a smuggler dropped his gaze.

“How many times have I warned all of you against this sort of thing?” Rohan continued, moving on. “I drew the line for you and bade you not to step over it, and yet you have the temerity to disregard my orders. Then—well!” He let out a sudden, harsh laugh that made them jump; he stopped at the end of the line and pivoted. “You bring me one of your drunken wenches—as if that’s going to get you off the hook!

“Don’t misunderstand me, she is a fine-looking lass, and I shall use her well. But if you believe that a willing harlot and a few bottles of decent brandy are going to make this go away, then you fail to grasp the seriousness of your situation. There is such a thing as consequences, gentlemen,” he added. He swept them with a fiery look, though in truth, he was making more of a show of anger than the irritation he actually felt.

Those who saw him genuinely angry rarely lived to tell about it.

“The most amusing part is that you actually imagined I wouldn’t find out. Ah, yes! You must have assumed that I was still abroad. Obviously, you were wrong.”

He had returned from his rather bloodthirsty mission to Naples months ago.

Of course, they knew nothing of that. He never explained his long absences to anyone. He let them draw their own conclusions, and usually, they believed he traveled merely to entertain himself, seeking new pastures, new populations of women he had not yet bedded.

There was, perhaps, a grain of truth to that—but a man had to vent his tensions somehow.

“I was at my London house when I received a most enlightening visit from a high-ranking Coast Guard official, come to inform me of my tenants’ mischief. Oh, yes, they know all about you,” he informed them with a cutting edge to his voice. “As a courtesy to a peer of the realm, he saw fit to warn me in advance of the raid about to be carried out on the village. You should have seen how eager he was for your blood.”

The smugglers exchanged uneasy glances.

“We all know what a thorn your gang has been in the side of the Coast Guard. Now they have witnesses, you see. Crewmen from that merchant ship you sank.”

“But Your Grace—”

“Silence!”

They cowered.

“I will not hear your excuses!” he boomed. “If even one of those sailors had drowned, I should not have intervened to save your miserable hides, I can assure you. Did I mention that the Coast Guard was even prepared to arrest your wives? Aye, and most of your young sons, as well. It’s no secret that these shipwrecks usually involve the whole village. However”—he continued pacing—“given that no lives were lost, I was able, at the cost of a large sum of gold, to bribe the Coast Guard agent into letting me deal with you privately. He agreed to a simple arrangement.

“I promised to hand over the men directly responsible for the shipwreck; these alone will face prosecution. In exchange, the rest of the village will be spared.”

He noted their looks of relief.

“Gentlemen, I know it is your great tradition to protect one another with your code of silence. While I admire your loyalty, times have changed now that the war is over,” he informed them, scanning the line of them slowly. “The Coast Guard doesn’t have to keep watch for Boney anymore. Now they’re free to concentrate on you.”

A few of them blanched.

“At any rate, the Coast Guard man consented to my proposal, and Mr. Doyle has wisely agreed to cooperate.”

Rohan had written to the smugglers’ chief before leaving London, giving him the chance to redeem himself by rounding up the guilty party ahead of his arrival.

He cast old Caleb Doyle a dark glance. “I trust you are ready to hand them over now?”

“Aye, sir.”

Rohan gave him a curt nod. “Bring them in.”

Doyle glanced grimly at his underlings to go and fetch the prisoners, who remained under guard in the carriages outside. The smugglers retreated from the great hall, but Doyle stayed behind; when Rohan looked at him, he could not help noticing the weariness on the old man’s face, and perhaps a trace of shame.

No doubt Doyle was aggrieved, considering two of his own nephews were caught up in the scheme. Now it was either the gallows or some hell-hole penal colony for them.


What a waste. But Rohan also suspected that Doyle’s look of guilt arose from the fact that, as the smugglers’ leader, he was ultimately to blame for failing to keep his people under control.

Rohan knew that Caleb had not authorized the shipwreck. The feckless crime had been the brainchild of a handful of the younger men out to prove their mettle.

That was part of the problem. Doyle was growing older, weaker, losing his authority. It was inevitable that his role as village head would eventually be challenged by the new blood. No doubt Doyle’s pride had taken a blow in all this, but Rohan did not intend to throw him to the wolves. The old man was too valuable to lose. Though a trickster by nature, to be sure, Caleb Doyle had proved his loyalty these many years to both Rohan’s father and to him.

By now, having arranged the delivery of so many secret communiqués, the grizzled smugglers’ chief surely suspected certain things about the Warrington dukes’ longstanding involvement in secret government intrigues.

Fortunately, Caleb was too shrewd to let on how much he knew—or guessed. Indeed, part of Doyle’s genius lay in knowing what questions not to ask.

The mood in the great hall was tense as they heard Eldred get the front door for the guilty smugglers, who were about to be brought in.

Rohan took a seat on the old, thronelike chair in the center of the great hall and drummed his fingers on his sword’s hilt in kingly impatience.

After all, the sooner he finished here, the sooner he could go unwrap his little “present.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation as he permitted himself to think about her briefly. Even now, his instincts were wide-awake with a very male awareness of a woman in his house.

Waiting for him in his bed.

He had wanted her gone from the great hall in case stronger measures were needed to remind his unruly tenants of his authority. He did not wish any female to witness his capacity for violence.

Besides, he did not need the distraction of those beautiful breasts clamoring for his attention. He’d get to know them better soon enough, every silky inch of her.

His people knew what he liked; he was decidedly pleased with their peace offering. This luscious young token of their apology left him feeling much more disposed to forgive. Indeed, the prospect of spending the next few nights in this abominable stone crypt of a castle suddenly looked a good deal more agreeable.

Coming out here to the middle of nowhere, he had expected to have to go without his daily dose of sex, a real inconvenience for a man of his elemental nature. He had a rule, after all, against poaching on the locals.

He wanted to be feared, not hated. But, hell, if they were going to offer her up on a silver platter, far be it from him to refuse such a delicious-looking morsel.

On the other hand, cynically, he couldn’t help thinking of the Trojan horse. Beware of Greeks bearing gifts.


No doubt the head-turning beauty sent to warm his bed was also tasked with spying on him for the smugglers’ gang. Certainly, he would not put such a scheme past sly old Caleb.

The smugglers probably reasoned that if they could get one of their girls into position close to him, she could warn them in advance of their lord’s comings and goings, the better to help them conceal from him their next round of criminal mischief.

Rohan shook his head to himself in amusement. Whatever their scheme, he wasn’t worried. In fact, it might be quite entertaining to play a little game of disinformation on his tenants if they actually thought they were clever enough to fool him.

As for his young present, he’d enjoy her all the same. Amateur spy or no, he was not about to let a little deception get in the way of his pleasure.

Watching the smugglers bring in six of their own, bound and shackled, he had some difficulty chasing the green-eyed harlot out of his mind.

It was difficult to find a woman that did not suit his tastes, true. He had a lusty appreciation for them all—tall, short, curvy, thin, blonde, brunette, commoner, aristocrat. But there was something particularly appealing about that . . . luscious little mess. Her plump, rouged lips and those sweet erect nipples like hard pink candies pressing against her plunging gown had roused in him a mental groan of lust; and yet, the expression in her big, emerald eyes had looked so vulnerable and lost—pathetic, almost—that it had summoned up an even fiercer protective instinct in him.

Quite bewildering.

Something about the shivering, shoeless, tipsy tart had nearly touched the chunk of stone that had once been his heart. In that moment, he had not known which he had wanted more: to gather her onto his lap and comfort her, or to lay her down and ride her into mindless, sweaty ecstasy.

He cast off the question with a restless shrug, deciding to do both as soon as he was done here.

Until he was ready for her, however, she’d find the solar upstairs much more toasty. The girl had been obviously freezing cold—and foxed, to boot. He had not liked seeing  her tremble so with the chilly drafts inside the castle. As for her state of inebriation, he had noted that she could barely stand without weaving on her feet.

He scowled, recalling how the little tosspot had even forgotten her shoes. What was it about the harlot breed that they did not know when it was time to quit drinking?

Well, she could sober up while he concluded matters with the smugglers. She was a bed warmer; let her warm his bed until he got through here.

Then he would join her, and they would have some fun.

He still couldn’t help wondering, though, why she had stared at him so strangely . . . as though she was scared of him. Those big, green, haunted eyes. Even now, he found himself perturbed by her strange, disquieting allure, plaguing him with equal parts desire and uneasiness.

Maybe her possible mission as a spy for the smugglers had suddenly seemed too difficult for her once she was in his presence. Most people realized on sight he was not to be trifled with, but surely she did not think he would ever hurt a woman.

True, there was the old family curse that might claim otherwise about the men in his line, but surely she didn’t believe in that rubbish.

At least he liked to think it was rubbish.

If she was nervous of his size, she needn’t have feared that, either. He knew how to safely wield the oversized weapon with which Nature had endowed him.

Perhaps she had never been bedded by an aristocrat before, but if that was the case, she had better get used to it, he thought cynically. She’d soon find out that dukes had the same base needs as any other blackguard.


Forget her, man. There’s work to be done! You’ll join her soon enough. With that, he dismissed her from his mind, refusing, as ever, to let a woman distract him. They were objects of pleasure, a favorite hobby, the reward for a hard day’s work, and nothing more.

He stood as Doyle’s men brought in the troublemakers,  some of them cursing and struggling as they were marched in. He maintained a stony silence until Caleb had bullied the miscreants into line.

“These are the lads behind it, Yer Grace,” Doyle said at last.

Resting his hands on his hips, Rohan searched the faces of the guilty men for a long moment with a brooding stare. Scanning the line of angry, resentful scowls, he took note of Pete and Denny Doyle, Caleb’s nephews.

Each about twenty years old, these two alone seemed resigned to their fate. The other four looked prepared to start fighting again.

“Take them to the dungeon,” he ordered his black-clad contingent of personally trained guards.

“Yes, sir,” said trusty Sergeant Parker. He and his men took the shipwreckers from the chastened smugglers, answering their curses and attempts to writhe free with a rough bit of muscle.

Rohan watched as his soldiers marched the villains out of the great hall in chains.


There now, that wasn’t so hard, was it? he almost said to the remaining smugglers, who were to be spared. But when he looked at them again, he saw they were distraught, faced with their mates’ doom, and he managed to curb his sarcasm.

Hopefully, this would at least scare the rest of them back into relatively good behavior. The hall was silent after the guilty had been marched off to the dungeon.

That, God knew, was one place not even he would have wanted to spend a night, not after some of the weird phenomena he had witnessed down there.

Flesh-and-blood enemies were one thing, but even the most invincible warrior could not battle vengeful apparitions.

He refused to say much to anyone about his occasional brushes with the dead around this haunted pile. His brother agents back in London were fond of ribbing him for his superstitions, but he shrugged off their laughter.

He knew what he knew. None of them came from cursed bloodlines, after all. In his circumstances, a man did well at least to pay attention to such things.

As if on cue, a burst of howling winter wind slammed the castle, like the Alchemist himself unleashing some dark new spell. Rohan shrugged off the chill, but such eerie thoughts made him all the more glad they had brought him the girl. On so foul a night, it would be good to have a warm body beside him in bed. And beneath him, and on top of him . . .

He cleared his throat, eager to get his hands on her.

“Mr. Doyle, gentlemen, you may go,” he said sternly to the remaining smugglers. “You were wise to cooperate. We may now consider this matter resolved. But if I hear of any similar mischief in future,” he warned in an ominous tone, “rest assured, you will not find me so forgiving.” He waved his hand with an idle motion, signaling their dismissal.

“Aye, sir. Good night, then.” Doyle bowed his head to him, then nodded to his followers. They hurried after the old man, no doubt as happy as he to be hastening toward the exit.

“Doyle!” Rohan called after him.

The old chief paused and turned back. “Aye, sir?”

“About the girl.” Rohan looked at him wryly, wondering if he could get the old man to admit the truth about her assignment here. “She did not happen to wash ashore along with the rest of the booty your boys picked up on the night of the shipwreck, hm?”

Caleb looked astounded at the accusation. “Nay, sir! Not at all!”

His lips twisted. “Who is she?”

“A village lass, Yer Grace! She’s as tired of livin’ hand to mouth as we all are, but unlike the rest of us, she’s pretty enough to find herself a better life in Town.”

Rohan narrowed his eyes, sizing him up in amused vexation.  Why so nervous, Caleb?


“Many a wench not half so fair as she has made a fine career in London entertainin’ highborn gentl’men like yourself,” the smugglers’ chief hastily explained.

“These are her wishes?” Rohan inquired.

“Aye, the lass aspires to be a rich man’s ladybird.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Surely you do not expect me to keep her?” He already had more women in London, almost, than even he could handle—a harem, as the scandal sheets preferred to call it. What they saw in him other than a thorough rogering, he was never sure.

Not promises, that was for certain.

Doyle was shaking his head emphatically. “Not at all, sir! It’s just that seein’ as how Yer Grace is such a favorite with the ladies, she hoped you might be willing to, ah, show her the ropes, if ye don’t mind.”

A few of Doyle’s men stifled coughs.

“Oh, it’ll be a sacrifice,” Rohan drawled. Doyle grinned—rather in relief. “What is she called?”

“Kate, milord.”

“Kate what?”

“Madsen.”

“Hm.” The name was not familiar. “Had a bit to drink, I take it.”

“Nerves, Yer Grace,” Doyle answered without blinking an eye. “Well, sir, you do have, er, a certain reputation as a man of high standards. But from what I hear, our Kate should be able to keep up with you, no problem. Quite a hussy in the making, she is. We’re awful proud of ’er.”

Rohan’s lips tilted sardonically. Leave it to a band of criminals to be proud of their daughters who grew up to become notorious London courtesans. “Thank you, Mr. Doyle. That will be all.”

“Then we shall leave you to your night’s enjoyment!” Doyle’s cheery grin faded as he bowed out, hurrying after his men.

Eldred discreetly sent Rohan a wry look before gliding off to show their rustic visitors out.


A hussy in the making, he mused, casting a lusty glance toward the staircase as he rose from his chair. Sounds like my kind of girl.





Chapter 3


Free at last to turn his full attention to his waiting bedmate, Rohan set his weapon aside and left the great hall, still musing cynically on what Doyle had said about the girl’s career ambitions.


So, he mused with a speculative gleam in his eyes, the young temptress desired a little instruction from a man of the world on how she might go about joining London’s demimonde.

With her looks, she could make a fortune, and certainly, he could show her the road to perdition. Alas, he knew the route well. As it happened, he was acquainted with two or three grand madams in London discreetly offering high-priced whores to a most selective clientele.

One of these elegant abbesses would no doubt be happy to take on an alluring new girl, especially if she came recommended by him. He could hardly wait to find out if this Kate possessed the requisite skill for the courtesan’s trade. If not, and she proved awkward, why, generous soul that he was, he was perfectly willing to serve as her tutor until the Coast Guard chaps arrived to take their prisoners into custody.

Of course, he still believed Caleb had placed the girl with him to act as their little spy, but given her overindulgence in drink, the smugglers had chosen a poor secret agent. She would soon find the vice a considerable impediment to stealth.

Hopefully, she had sobered up a bit by now, having been left to her own devices for about half an hour.

As he climbed the stairs, bewitching moonlight streamed through the tall, pointed Gothic window and flooded the soaring vault of the cold stone stairwell with its silver glow.

As he reached the landing, blue shadows from the window mullions crisscrossed his rugged countenance like the war paint of his most ancient Celtic ancestors.

He paused at the window, habitually scanning for trouble. From his tower stronghold, he had an excellent view of the surrounding territory. He could see the distant lanterns of the smugglers’ carriages heading back down to the village, tiny orange spheres inching down the road.

At closer range, the windows of the gatehouse, where his men remained on duty, gave off a cheerful glow.

Before he turned away, his lingering gaze took in the frigid beauty of the winter night. The castle grounds had become an ice kingdom, dark but sparkling in the moonlight; hoarfrost coated the frozen garden statues and topiaries like diamond dust. No doubt, it would melt by morning, and all would be cold and bleak and gray again.

As his slow, warm breath fogged the glass before him, his hard-eyed reflection looked back at him, transparent as a ghost.

His thoughts wandered, the situation back in London gnawing at him, especially concerning their missing agent.

Rohan did not know Drake personally—only the team leaders were allowed to communicate with each other, a structure that helped to secure their covert web as a whole. The Order now believed that Drake was being held by one of the Promethean Council’s most powerful members, James  Falkirk, and his ever-present bodyguard and assistant, the one-eyed killer known as Talon.

He wondered if any progress had been made to locate Drake since he had left London, but just then, Rohan felt a draft waft behind him. It raised the hairs on his nape.

Instantly, he whipped around, his heart pounding—but there was no sign of the Gray Lady, no sighting of any vengeful apparition. He had only seen her once in his life, as a youngster, after all.

He could feel . . . something. But, no. There was only darkness, empty air, and the guilt of all the previous dukes in his barbaric lineage.

The Kilburn Curse.

His belligerent posture eased, but the odd, eerie tingle still ran down his arms. He shook it off with a gruff snort and, mocking himself, went on his way, marching up the rest of the stairs with a scowl.


Absurdity. A grown man, an educated man, a peer of the realm, spooked by his own bloody house! Good God, he was a top assassin for one of the deadliest organizations in the world, taken from his boyhood like a Spartan to be turned into the fiercest of warriors.

And so he was. It was in his blood. The Warrington line had always produced the most gifted killers.

That was precisely the problem.

Hundreds of years ago, a medieval ancestor, a typical vainglorious Warrington knight, had incurred the wrath of a Promethean sorcerer, Valerian the Alchemist, who had laid the curse on his line.

“Ye mighty warriors, be ye doomed to kill that which ye love.”

Ever since, every few generations, Warrington dukes had exhibited an unfortunate tendency toward killing their wives—mostly by accident, but occasionally on purpose.

This was their doom, allegedly.

Local lore claimed that his forefathers’ cherished victims still roamed the silent halls of the castle by moonlight,  yearning for revenge on the current duke, for whatever bloody fate had befallen them at the hands of their Warrington husbands.

All he knew was that he would be glad to leave this eerie place as soon as possible.

Good God, he was comfortable anywhere on earth except for here, could sleep soundly in a desert wilderness, indifferent to scorpions and snakes, or doze on a ship’s hammock with perfect tranquility in the midst of a tempest. He feared nothing and was damned proud of it.

But here in the seat of his hallowed ancestors, he knew what it was to be haunted, if not by murdered duchesses, then certainly by the thought of what he had willingly become for the sake of the Order.

The Beast.

He never doubted that he fought on the side of good, and no one could ever say he had flinched at his duty, but killing was killing, and with his superstitious nature, he could not help but think that someday, he would have to face some sort of divine retribution for the blood he had shed.

Of course, the targets he hunted were dangerous players in the Promethean hierarchy, corrupt men in positions of power who had to be eliminated.

But some of those men he had finished in Naples had had wives and families. Sometimes he woke up in a sweat with the screams of the children he had orphaned ringing in his ears.

Indeed, he might as well be cursed, for a man such as he, an assassin, a Beast, was not fit for love, in any case.

Fortunately, he had made up his mind a long time ago that he would never allow their family curse to befall him. Especially not after seeing firsthand as a boy how love had nearly destroyed his father.

His own solution was simple: Love no one. Do not get attached. Avoiding entanglements was easy if a man channeled his energies toward women he could neither trust nor respect. The world was full of lecherous widows, vain adulteresses, assorted conniving whores.

Like the one waiting for him now.


Yes. Such women served their purpose. Refusing to let his dark thoughts spoil the night’s much-needed release, he shrugged them off like a heavy cloak as he reached the upper hallway.

All the while, the bitter wind moaned through the castle’s ancient stones like an anguished spirit.

Striding down the dark corridor, he came to the door to the solar and took out his key. Many of the castle’s medieval drop-bar doors had been replaced ages ago with modern ones with keyed locks. His men had locked his chamber door to keep the girl from wandering off into certain regions of the castle not meant for prying eyes.
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