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The muffled thud of the shattered lock echoed like a thunderclap in the deep silence that drenched the cottage. Evangeline Ames recognized the sound at once. She was no longer alone in the house.

Her first, primal instinct was to go absolutely still beneath the covers. Perhaps she was mistaken. The cottage was old. The floorboards and the ceiling often creaked and moaned at night. But even as the commonsense possibilities flitted through her head, she knew the truth. It was two o’clock in the morning, an intruder had broken in and it was highly unlikely that he was after the silver. There was not enough in the place to tempt a thief.

Her nerves had been on edge all afternoon, her intuition flickering and flaring for no obvious reason. Earlier, when she had walked into town, she had found herself looking over her shoulder again and again. She had flinched at the smallest rustling noises in the dense woods that bordered the narrow lane. While she was shopping in Little Dixby’s crowded high street, the hair had lifted on the back of her neck. She had felt as if she was being watched.

She had reminded herself that she was still recovering from the terrifying attack two weeks ago. She had very nearly been murdered. Little wonder her nerves were so fragile. On top of that, the writing was not going well and a deadline was looming. She dared not miss it. She’d had every reason to be tense.

But now she knew the truth. Her psychical intuition had been trying to send a warning for hours. That was the reason she had been unable to sleep tonight.

Cool currents of night air wafted down the hall from the kitchen. Heavy footsteps sounded. The intruder was not even bothering to conceal his approach. He was very certain of his prey. She had to get out of the bed.

She pushed back the covers, sat up quietly and eased herself to her feet. The floorboards were chilly. She stepped into her sturdy, leathersoled slippers and took her wrapper down off the hook.

The assault on her person two weeks earlier had made her cautious. She had considered all possible escape routes when she had rented the cottage. Here in the bedroom, the waist-high window was her best hope. It opened onto the small front garden with its lattice gate. Just outside the gate was the narrow, rutted lane that wound through the dark woods to the ancient country house known as Crystal Gardens.

Out in the hall a floorboard creaked under the weight of a booted foot. The intruder was moving directly to the bedroom. That settled the matter. He had not come for the silver. He had come for her.

There was no point trying to silence her movements. She pushed one of the narrow casement windows wide, ignoring the squeak of the hinges, and clambered through the opening. With luck the intruder would not be able to fit.

“Where do you think you’re going, you bloody stupid woman?” the harsh male voice roared from the doorway. It was freighted with the accents of London’s tough streets. “No one slips away from Sharpy Hobson’s blade.”

There was no time to wonder how a London street criminal had found his way to Little Dixby or why he was after her. She would worry about those questions later, she thought, if she survived the night.

She jumped to the ground and stumbled through the miniature jungle of giant ferns that choked the little garden. Many of the fronds were taller than she was.

To think she had come to the countryside to rest and recuperate from recent events.

“Bloody hell, come back here,” Hobson howled from the bedroom window. “Make things difficult, will ye? I’ll take my time with ye when I do catch you, just see if I don’t. You’ll die nice and slow, and that’s a promise. Bloody little bitch.”

A string of savage curses told her that Hobson was finding it impossible to squeeze through the casement window. A tiny whisper of hope swept through her when she did not hear the pounding of footsteps behind her. Hobson would be forced to use one of the two doors in the cottage. That meant she had a little breathing room, time enough, perhaps, to make it to the only possible sanctuary.

There was no escape through the woods that bordered the lane. The moon was nearly full but the heavy canopy of summer leaves blocked the silver light that should have dappled the forest floor. Even if she’d had a lantern, she would not have been able to make her way through the thick undergrowth. She knew just how impenetrable the vegetation in the vicinity of the old abbey was because she had attempted to explore it during the day. The trees and undergrowth around the ancient ruins flourished in what the locals whispered was an unnatural manner.

She found the graveled garden walk and flew down it, the hem of the wrapper flapping wildly. She paused long enough to unlatch the gate and then she was out in the moonlit lane, running for her life. She knew that Hobson would see her as soon as he emerged from the cottage.

Heavy footfalls thudded behind her.

“I have ye now, ye silly bitch. Ye’ll soon get a taste of Sharpy’s blade.”

She risked a quick glance over her shoulder and saw the dark figure bearing down on her. She would have screamed but she would have been wasting her breath. She ran harder, heart pounding.

The ancient stone walls that protected the vast grounds of Crystal Gardens appeared impregnable in the moonlight. She knew from previous explorations that the massive iron gate was locked.

There was no point trying to run the length of the long wall to the front door of the sprawling country house. There was no time. Hobson was gaining on her. His footsteps were closer now. She could hear his harsh breathing, or perhaps it was her own labored gasps that she heard.

She reached the back wall of the ancient abbey and raced toward the mound of overgrown foliage that concealed the jagged hole in the stone barrier. She had discovered the opening a few days ago and had decided to indulge in some discreet exploration before the new owner arrived to take up residence. She could not help herself. Her sense of curiosity was linked in some ways to her psychical talent and the mystery of Crystal Gardens had fascinated her from the start. It was the reason she had chosen to rent Fern Gate Cottage instead of one of the other properties available in the countryside around Little Dixby.

The fact that the rent on the cottage was considerably cheaper than it was for the other suitable lodgings in the area had also been a factor. But she had discovered soon enough why the little house was a bargain. The locals feared the abbey and the woods around it.

She slammed to a stop in front of the concealing foliage and pulled aside a curtain of cascading greenery. The jagged opening in the stone was about two feet above ground level. It was large enough for a person, even a man the size of Hobson, to squeeze through. But if he did pursue her onto the grounds she might have a chance.

She looked back one last time. Hobson had not yet rounded the corner of the wall, but he would at any second. She could hear him—his thudding footsteps and his ragged breathing—but she could not yet see him. She had a few seconds.

She put one leg over the broken stone and then the other and then she was inside the grounds of Crystal Gardens.

She caught her breath, transfixed by the eerie scene that surrounded her. She had seen enough of the strange gardens by day to know that there was something bizarre about the energy inside the walls and that the vegetation was not normal. But at night the paranormal elements were unmistakable.

The foliage on the vast grounds glowed with an eerie luminescence. In the very center of the gardens, where the ruins of an ancient Roman bath were said to be located, the psychical light was as dark and ominous as a violent storm at sea.

She knew from the guidebooks that she had purchased from Miss Witton, the proprietor of the bookshop in Little Dixby, that Crystal Gardens was divided into two sections. The outer region in which she stood was called the Day Garden on the maps. It surrounded the walls of an elaborate maze, which, in turn, encircled the interior portion of the grounds, known as the Night Garden.

In the nearly two weeks that she had resided in Fern Gate Cottage she had not ventured much farther into the gardens than where she was tonight. But she knew intuitively that the peculiar nature of the atmosphere inside the walls would provide her with her best chance of escaping Sharpy Hobson’s knife.

There was a steady stream of curses as Hobson yanked and clawed at the foliage.

“No little whore gets away with making Sharpy Hobson look the fool. I’ll teach you to show some respect, see if I don’t.”

She looked around, summoning up a mental image of the layout of the gardens. The maze was the obvious place to hide. Her talent would very likely ensure that she did not get lost inside. But on a prior expedition she had discovered that a locked gate blocked the entrance to the labyrinth.

She started toward the gazebo. The graceful domed roof and the pillars glowed with a faint blue light that seemed to emanate from the very stone of which it was constructed. She hurried but she did not run. She wanted Hobson to see her.

He finally scrambled through the hole in the wall, grunting and swearing. She stopped and looked back, wondering how much of the paranormal light he could perceive. There was a shocked silence as Hobson took in his surroundings.

“What the flamin’ hell?” he growled. He rubbed his eyes.

Then he saw her and promptly forgot about the strangely luminous landscape around him. He yanked a knife out of the leather sheath at his hip and lunged toward her.

“Thought you’d get away from me, did ye?” he growled.

She whirled back toward the gazebo. Her goal was the darkly gleaming pond in front of the structure. With luck Hobson would not be able to see it until it was too late. Her senses told her that if he tumbled into the gleaming black pool he would quickly lose interest in her. There was something nightmarish about those waters.

She was so focused on her plan to lure Hobson to the pond that she was unaware of the presence of the man in the long black coat until he walked out of the shadows and into the moonlight. He stopped directly in front of her, blocking her path.

“Is it the custom around here for visitors to call at such an unusual hour?” he asked.

His voice was as dark as the obsidian surface of the pond and charged with a similar chilling power. It stirred all of her senses. In the strange moon-and-energy-lit shadows it was difficult to make out the man’s face clearly, but there was no need to see him. She recognized him immediately. Indeed, she thought, she would know him anywhere. Lucas Sebastian, the mysterious new owner of Crystal Gardens.

She stumbled to a halt, trapped between Lucas and Sharpy Hobson.

“Mr. Sebastian,” she said. She was breathless and her heart was pounding. She struggled to identify herself, afraid he would not recognize her in the darkness, dressed, as she was, in her wrapper and nightgown, her hair falling around her shoulders. They had met only the one time, after all. “Sorry to intrude like this. Evangeline Ames, your tenant at Fern Gate Cottage.”

“I know who you are, Miss Ames.”

“You did say to call upon you if I had a problem. As it happens, I do have one.”

“I can see that,” Lucas said.

Hobson pulled up short. He made a slashing motion with the knife. “Get out of my way and ye won’t get hurt. I just want the little whore.”

Lucas regarded him with what could only be described as detached curiosity. “You are trespassing. That is a very dangerous thing to do here at Crystal Gardens.”

“What’s going on in this place?” Hobson looked around uneasily.

“Haven’t you heard the stories?” Lucas asked. “Everyone around here knows that these grounds are haunted.”

“Sharpy Hobson ain’t afraid of no ghosts,” Hobson vowed. “Won’t be hanging around long enough to meet one. All I want is this bitch.”

“What do you want with Miss Ames?” Lucas asked.

Evangeline was floored by Lucas’s matter-of-fact tone. It was as if he was only casually interested in Hobson’s reasoning.

“None of yer bloody business,” Hobson snarled. “But I can tell ye she’s worth a nice bit of blunt dead and I’m not going to let anyone get in my way.”

“You don’t seem to comprehend the situation,” Lucas said. “The lady is my tenant and therefore under my protection.”

Hobson snorted. “I’m doing you a favor taking her off your hands. The way I heard it, she’s a lying little bitch.”

“Someone hired you to kill her?” Lucas asked.

Hobson was starting to appear uncertain. Matters were evidently not proceeding the way they usually did when he went about his business.

“I’m not wasting any more time talking to you.” Hobson leaped toward Lucas, knife ready to slash. “Yer a dead man.”

“Not quite,” Lucas said.

Energy, dark and terrifying, flashed in the atmosphere. Evangeline had just time enough time to realize that Lucas was somehow generating it and then Hobson was shrieking with raw, mindless panic.

“No, get away from me,” he shouted. He dropped the knife and clawed at something only he could see. “Get away.”

He whirled and fled blindly into the gardens.

“Damn it to hell,” Lucas said quietly. “Stone?”

A second figure glided out of the shadows. “Here, sir.”

The voice sounded as though it emanated from the depths of a vast underground cavern and, like Sharpy Hobson’s voice, it carried the accents of the London streets.

In the strange light provided by the subtly glowing foliage Evangeline could see that Stone suited his name. He was constructed like some ancient granite monolith and looked as if he would be just as impervious to the elements. The moonlight gleamed on his shaved head. The shadows and the eerie luminescence around them made it difficult to estimate his age but he appeared to be in his early twenties.

“See if you can grab Hobson before he blunders into the maze,” Lucas said. “Whatever you do, don’t try to follow him if he gets that far.”

“Yes, sir.”

Stone broke into a run, moving with a surprising lack of noise for such a large man.

Lucas turned back to Evangeline. “Are you all right, Miss Ames?”

“Yes, I think so.” She was still trying to calm her rattled senses and rapid pulse. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

A high-pitched, keening scream echoed from somewhere deep in the gardens. The unearthly cry iced Evangeline’s nerves. She stilled, unable to breathe.

It ended with horrifying suddenness. Evangeline was shivering so violently it was all she could do to remain on her feet.

“Sharpy Hobson,” she whispered.

“Evidently Stone did not get to him in time to prevent him from entering the maze,” Lucas said.

“Is he—?” She swallowed and tried again. “Is he dead?”

“Hobson? Probably or he soon will be. It’s unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate?” she managed. “That’s all you can say about the man’s death?”

“I would like to have questioned him. But as that does not seem likely to happen, you and I will talk, instead.”

She tried to compose herself. “Mr. Sebastian, I’m not at all sure what to say.”

“There will be nothing complicated about our conversation, Miss Ames. You will come inside with me now. I will pour you a glass of medicinal brandy for your nerves and you will tell me what you are doing here in my gardens at this hour of the night and why a man with a knife was trying to murder you.”

“But that’s what I’m trying to tell you. I have no idea why Hobson attacked me.”

“Then we must reason it out together.”

He shrugged off his coat and draped it around her shoulders before she could summon up further protest. When his fingers brushed the nape of her neck a thrill of awareness stirred her senses. The heavy wool garment was still warm from the heat of his body. She caught a trace of his masculine scent. It caused her senses to flare in a way that she had never before experienced.

Stone appeared. “Sorry, sir. He saw the open gate and ran straight inside. Probably assumed it was a way out of the gardens.”

“I’ll deal with the body later,” Lucas said. “I wish to speak to Miss Ames first and then I will escort her back to the cottage.”

“Yes, sir. Will you be needing anything else?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Yes, sir.”

Stone moved into the shadows. Evangeline watched him disappear. She was starting to wonder if she was caught up in some bizarre dream. Perhaps she was hallucinating. It was not beyond the realm of possibility, she thought. Her employers and her friends were convinced that her nerves had been badly strained by the attack two weeks earlier. Perhaps they were right.

Lucas’s powerful hand closed around her arm. The shock of the physical contact made her flinch. Her talent was still flaring wildly and it was linked to her sense of touch. She could perceive Lucas’s aura now quite clearly. The fierce bands of ice-and-fire energy took her breath.

“Relax, Miss Ames,” he said. “I will not hurt you.”

There was nothing in his aura to indicate that he was lying. She was safe enough, she decided, at least for the moment. She pulled herself together and lowered her psychical senses.

“This way, Miss Ames.” He steered her around a large bush. “Watch your step. There are a number of hazards on the grounds, including those roses.”

The power she had glimpsed in Lucas’s aura warned her that he was probably a good deal more dangerous than anything in his strange gardens.

Sharpy Hobson had stopped screaming, but she knew that she would hear the echoes of his last, horrified cries in her nightmares for a long time to come.
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Evangeline perched tensely on the edge of one of the well-worn chairs in the library; the lapels of Lucas’s coat clutched at her throat. She watched him pour two glasses of brandy.

The glary gaslight from the wall sconces revealed a massive mahogany desk, two large reading chairs and two end tables. The furnishings, along with the frayed and faded carpet and the heavy draperies that covered the windows, had gone out of fashion decades earlier. The shelves were crammed with leather-bound volumes. A variety of scientific instruments including a microscope and a telescope were scattered about the room.

Lucas Sebastian was a mystery not only to her, but also to the people of Little Dixby. He had arrived to take up residence at Crystal Gardens three days ago and he had immediately become the source of speculation and gossip.

She had met him for the first time yesterday in Chadwick Books, the only bookshop in town. Lucas had entered the premises shortly after she had gone through the door. He had introduced himself to her and to the proprietor, Irene Witton.

Irene was new to the bookselling business, having purchased the shop from the widow of the previous owner a few months earlier. But she was ambitious and it was clear that she was delighted to have Lucas as a customer. There was nothing better for business than having word get around that the owner of the largest country house in the district shopped at her establishment.

Evangeline, however, had not been able to sort out her own reactions to Lucas so neatly. Her senses had flared briefly when he walked into the shop. It had been an instinctive, intuitive response. Although he had not touched her she had sensed what she knew was a strong psychical talent. Indeed, it had been impossible to ignore the subtle shift of energy in the atmosphere. The knowledge had lifted the hair on the back of her neck. A strange mix of excitement and wariness had twisted through her.

“It appears I am your tenant, Mr. Sebastian,” she said.

“So you are, Miss Ames.” He smiled. “My uncle’s man of business informed me that you had rented Fern Gate Cottage for the month. He was very pleased. Evidently he has not been able to attract a tenant to the property in the past two years. I trust you are enjoying your stay here in Little Dixby?”

It had been on the tip of her tongue to tell him that, aside from the occasional highly illicit thrill of trespassing on the grounds of the old abbey, she had never been more bored in her life. In that moment, however, she discovered that was no longer true. But she could hardly say that her perception of the pleasures of country life had done a complete about-face when he had walked through the door of Chadwick Books.

“I find the countryside quite … invigorating,” she said instead.

His dark brows rose a little. Something that might have been amusement glittered in his gem-green eyes. “Excellent. You will send word to the Gardens if you need anything in the way of repairs at the cottage?”

“Yes, thank you, but I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

“One never knows,” Lucas said.

He had selected some old maps and a guidebook to the local ruins, paid for his purchases and made his farewells. Evangeline and Irene had watched him walk out onto the street and disappear into the crowds of visitors that thronged Little Dixby in the summer. The town was within a three-hour train trip from London and had long been an attraction due to the remarkably well-preserved Roman antiquities in the vicinity.

Irene had folded her arms on the glass counter with a speculative air. She was a spinster in her late thirties. Evangeline was sure that Irene’s failure to marry had nothing to do with her looks. She was an attractive, well-educated woman with an excellent figure, dark hair, blue eyes and a fine sense of style. The fashionable silver spectacles chatelaine she wore at her waist to hold her eyeglasses was decorated with delicately engraved butterflies and lovely turquoise stones.

Irene would have been nothing short of ravishing at the marriageable age of eighteen or nineteen, Evangeline thought. But looks and intelligence were not always sufficient when it came to the business of marriage, because marriage was a business transaction and everyone knew it. Social status and money mattered far more than true love and the metaphysical connection between lovers that the sensation novelists celebrated in their stories.

“So that’s the new owner of the Gardens,” Irene said. “Not quite what everyone expected. At least he did not appear to be mad like his uncle.”

Evangeline blinked. “What on earth do you mean?”

“You’re new around here,” Irene said. “But surely you’ve heard some of the tales and legends about the Gardens?”

“Yes, but I wasn’t aware that the former owner was mad,” Evangeline said. She hesitated. “Well, I must admit that my daily maid did say that Chester Sebastian was notoriously eccentric.”

Irene chuckled. “A polite word for mad as a hatter. Chester Sebastian was, however, a brilliant botanist and I, for one, will sorely miss him.”

“Why is that?”

“He was a very good customer. I was able to locate several rare volumes and prints of botanical subjects for him. Price was no object. However, not everyone here in Little Dixby took such a charitable view of Chester Sebastian. I have been assured by no less an authority than Arabella Higgenthorp, the director of the local gardening club, that Sebastian conducted all sorts of what she calls unnatural horticultural experiments in the Gardens.”

Evangeline thought about the strange energy she had sensed on the grounds of the abbey. “What do you think Mrs. Higgenthorp meant by unnatural?”

“People claim that Sebastian mixed the occult arts and the science of botany with disastrous results.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. What nonsense.”

“Don’t be so certain of that.” Irene widened her eyes in a mockingly melodramatic manner and lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “The locals are convinced that Chester Sebastian’s death was caused by some of the dark supernatural forces that he unleashed in his gardens.”

“Ridiculous,” Evangeline said. But she had sensed some dangerous currents of power on the grounds of Crystal Gardens. It was not beyond the realm of possibility that Chester Sebastian had been done in by one of his psychical botanical experiments.

Irene smiled. “Of course it’s all nonsense but the story fits in nicely with other local legends. Visitors love that sort of thing.”

Evangeline was amused. “And they tend to purchase guidebooks and maps that feature those thrilling local legends?”

“Yes, indeed. The tale of the lost treasure of Crystal Gardens in particular has been especially good for business.”

“What treasure is that?”

“A hoard of Roman gold is said to be buried somewhere on the grounds of the old abbey.” Irene wrinkled her nose. “But if you want my opinion, it was most likely discovered years ago, if it ever existed.”

“No doubt.” Evangeline looked out the window again but Lucas was nowhere in sight.

Irene followed her gaze. She stopped smiling. “In all seriousness, they do say there is a strain of madness in the family.”

“Indeed?”

“According to the local gossip Chester Sebastian claimed to have paranormal talents.” Irene made a dismissive movement with one hand. “One would have to be either delusional or a complete fraud to make such a claim, don’t you agree?”

Evangeline chose her words carefully. “It certainly makes one wonder.”

But she could not believe that Lucas was mad—exciting and perhaps dangerous, yes, but not insane.

Inspired, she had rushed back to Fern Gate Cottage to make detailed notes about the hero of her new book. She was on chapter four and John Reynolds was about to make his appearance. His features and demeanor had eluded her but she now knew precisely how he looked: Exactly like Lucas Sebastian—dark-haired and green-eyed with a hard face and an aura of raw power. In short, the type of man who would break society’s rules when it pleased him to do so.

The problem was that until that moment she had intended John Reynolds to be the villain of her story.

“TRY THIS.” Lucas handed her one of the glasses of brandy. “It’s good for the nerves.”

“Thank you.” She took a cautious swallow. The stuff burned a little on the way down but the heat felt good, fortifying. She thought about Sharpy Hobson’s dying scream and the glass trembled in her hand. “Shouldn’t we send for the police?”

Lucas carried his brandy to the chair across from hers and sat down. “I’m sure the local police are reasonably discreet, but under the circumstances I doubt that the gossip could be contained, not in a town as small as Little Dixby. Among other things, there is the matter of your reputation to consider.”

She felt the heat rise in her face. This time the warmth was generated by the politely veiled expression in his eyes, not the brandy. She gripped the lapels of his coat more securely.

“Yes, of course,” she whispered.

“If it gets out that you were found in the Gardens dressed in your nightclothes at two-thirty in the morning, it will be assumed that you came here for an intimate rendezvous with me.”

“But that man with the knife—”

“The fact that we were interrupted by a knife-wielding intruder will only add to the sensation elements of the story. The news will be all over Little Dixby by morning. I estimate that it will appear in the London papers within twenty-four hours. The publishers of the penny dreadfuls will be hawking their version of events shortly after that.” Lucas swallowed some brandy and lowered his glass. “The extra time will be required for an artist to create an appropriately lurid illustration, you see.”

“Good grief.”

But he was right, she thought. The press would go to great lengths to enhance the titillating aspects of the story, even though none existed. It was all very predictable and it explained why so many women chose not to report crimes against their person to the police. In her case the notoriety could easily destroy her budding career as a novelist. The first chapter of Winterscar Hall was set to appear this next week in six of Mr. Guthrie’s newspapers, including the Little Dixby Herald. If it got out that the author had been involved in a crime involving attempted murder and an illicit rendezvous with a wealthy gentleman, Guthrie would no doubt cancel the contract. She recalled a rather vague morals clause.

Under the circumstances, Lucas Sebastian’s gallantry was surprising; stunning, actually. She made her living as a professional paid companion. She had no family or social connections. Like other women in her situation she clung to respectability by her fingernails. It would take very little to cause her to lose her grip. In her experience men of Sebastian’s rank and wealth rarely concerned themselves with the reputations of females in her position.

She reminded herself that Lucas might have his own reasons for not wanting the police on the grounds of Crystal Gardens, starting with the dead man in the maze.

“I comprehend your reasoning, Mr. Sebastian,” she said, “and I sincerely appreciate your thoughtfulness. But we can hardly pretend that nothing occurred here tonight.”

“I disagree, Miss Ames.” Lucas smiled a slow, cold smile. “You would be amazed by how simple it is to do precisely that. Even if you are willing to sacrifice yourself on the altar of local gossip, I am not.”

“Sorry?”

“Come now, Miss Ames, use your head. You are not the only one in this little drama who would become the object of much speculation if this story appears in the press. I am involved, as well.”

So much for assuming that he was concerned for her reputation, she thought. Whatever had she been thinking? Her romantic imagination had temporarily gotten the better of her common sense. Lucas was protecting himself, not her. No gentleman wanted his name dragged through the gutter press.

“Of course,” she said briskly. “I quite understand. Forgive me, I didn’t consider your position.”

“As it happens, I require privacy while I am in residence here in Little Dixby. I would prefer not to become entangled in a police inquiry, to say nothing of having to deal with the so-called gentlemen of the press.”

“You have made your point, sir,” she said. “There is no need to elaborate.”

She could hardly argue with his decision, she thought. She had made the same decision two weeks ago. She and Lucas both had secrets to conceal.

“You will understand that I must ask you some questions, Miss Ames. While I am committed to avoiding both the police and the press, I would like to know what I have become involved in tonight.”

“Yes, of course, but I’m afraid I cannot give you an answer.”

Lucas’s eyes heated a little with a cold fire. Or perhaps that was just her imagination, Evangeline thought. Her nerves were still very much on edge.

“Were you acquainted with that man, Sharpy Hobson?” he asked.

“I’m quite certain I have never seen him before in my life,” she said. “But I confess that this afternoon I had the unpleasant sensation that I was being watched. I could not sleep tonight, which was why I was awake when he broke into the cottage.”

“Which raises another matter,” Lucas said. “I’m very glad that you were able to escape, but it was a rather remarkable feat. How did you manage it?”

“I went out through the bedroom window. Hobson tried to follow but he did not fit. He had to use the kitchen door. That gave me a decent head start.”

“You ran here to Crystal Gardens.”

“It’s not as if I had a great deal of choice. You are my nearest neighbor, sir.”

He nodded once, just slightly, acknowledging that fact, and sipped his brandy in a thoughtful silence.

“I would have knocked on your front door to ask for help but there was no time to run to the front of the house,” she added. “Hobson was gaining on me. That is why I made for the gardens.”

Lucas regarded her very steadily. “You knew how to get through the wall.”

She sighed. “I admit that I engaged in some exploration before you arrived to take up residence, sir.”

“Trespassing,” he corrected. He did not sound annoyed, though.

“Well, it is not as if there was anyone living here at the time. I could hardly ask permission to view the gardens.”

“Those gardens are extremely dangerous. You saw that for yourself tonight.”

“Yes.” She shuddered and downed some of the brandy. “But I did not know just how dangerous until now. I had heard the local legends and stories but I did not believe them.”

“They made you curious, though, didn’t they?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Tell me, Miss Ames, do you always indulge your curiosity?”

She hesitated, sensing a trap. “Not always. But there seemed to be no harm in this case.”

“You were drawn into the gardens not simply because of the legends but because you sensed the paranormal energy here.”

It was not a question. Her uneasiness with the direction of his questions was growing stronger. There was always some risk in claiming psychical talent but she could not see the harm in doing so tonight with this man. She was very certain that Lucas also possessed paranormal abilities.

“Yes,” she said. “The energy of this place is compelling.”

He smiled a little. “I was quite certain that you possessed a strong psychical nature yesterday when we met in the bookshop. Your ability makes me very curious about you, Evangeline Ames. But, then, I have been interested in you since my uncle’s man of affairs informed me that the new tenant at Fern Gate Cottage made her living as a paid companion.”

Her uneasiness grew stronger. She was now certain that she was sailing into dangerous waters but she could not see any way to avoid the rapids.

“Why did that fact make you curious?” she asked, very cautious now.

“Granted, the rent on the cottage is quite cheap. That said, I have never encountered a professional companion who was able to afford a monthlong holiday in the countryside, even with a bargain lease thrown in.”

“My employers are very generous,” she said coolly. She was on firmer ground now. It was, after all, extremely rude to question a person’s financial situation to his or her face. It was simply not done. “Those of us who are fortunate enough to be associated with the firm of Flint and Marsh enjoy very satisfactory commissions for our services.”

“I see. That explains the expensive gown and attractive hat that you were wearing yesterday when I met you in the bookshop, as well as your ability to afford the rent on the cottage.”

She could see that he was not satisfied with the answer she had given him. She braced herself for his next query.

“There are a number of other things about you that I find intriguing, Miss Ames.”

“Indeed, sir? How very odd. We are scarcely acquainted.”

He smiled his cold smile. “The events of this night have given us a much closer connection, don’t you agree? Indeed, one could almost call it an intimate connection.”

She was suddenly intensely aware that she was in her nightclothes. She glanced toward the door. The urge to flee was instinctive but she knew it would be useless to try to escape.

“As I was saying, there are several things about you that I find riveting,” Lucas continued. He gave no indication that he had noticed her growing anxiety. “But the one that comes to mind tonight is the fact that in your last post you were employed as a companion to Lady Rutherford.”

Evangeline discovered she was holding her breath. She gulped some brandy. The shock of the fiery liquor made her gasp. At least she was inhaling again, she thought. Breathing was important.

“What of it?” she managed.

“Nothing, really. It is just that it strikes me as rather odd that within days after you left your position in the Rutherford household, a gentleman who had recently made an offer for the hand of Lady Rutherford’s granddaughter—an offer that was turned down, I might add—was found dead at the foot of a staircase. As it happens the staircase was located in a vacant building situated in a shabby street near the docks.”

Shock slammed through Evangeline. “You know about that?”

“Mason’s death and the location of the incident were in the papers,” Lucas said. He sounded almost apologetic at having to remind her of such a simple fact. “As was the gossip that his suit had recently been rejected out of hand by the young lady’s father.”

“Yes, of course.” She pulled herself together and assumed what she hoped was an air of polite bewilderment tempered with a hint of impatience. “Forgive me, sir, it’s just that I’m rather surprised to hear that you pay attention to that sort of social gossip.”

“Ah, but I do, Miss Ames, especially when I discover that my new tenant had some connection to the Rutherford household and that she was let go from her post the day after Mason was shown the door.”

“It was understood from the start that the post was temporary.” She looked at the tall clock and affected a small start of surprise. “Good heavens, just look at the time. I really must return to the cottage.”

“By all means, but not before you finish your nerve tonic.”

She looked down at the glass in her hand and saw that there was some brandy left. She raised the glass and downed the remaining liquor in a single swallow, a very large swallow as it turned out.

She did more than gasp for air this time. She choked and sputtered in a thoroughly embarrassing manner.

“Are you all right, Miss Ames?” Lucas sounded genuinely concerned.

“Yes, yes, I’m fine.” She set the glass down hard on the nearby table and made a weak, fluttery motion with her hand, as if trying to fan herself. “But I fear you are right to be worried about the state of my nerves, sir. Indeed, I believe they have been quite shattered. I need my bed and my vinaigrette.”

“Something tells me that you have never used a vinaigrette in your life.”

“First time for everything.” She got to her feet. “Forgive me, Mr. Sebastian. I am very grateful for all that you did for me tonight but I must return to the cottage now.”

“Very well, I will see you home.” Lucas set his own glass aside and stood. “We shall continue this conversation tomorrow.”

“Terribly sorry, I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” she said smoothly. “I’m expecting friends from London tomorrow. They will be staying with me for two days.”

“I see.”

She thought quickly. The last thing she wanted to do was find herself alone in the cottage when Lucas came around to continue the conversation.

“Probably much longer,” she said. “A fortnight no doubt. We plan to explore the local ruins. Very scenic, you know.”

“So I have been told.”

He took her arm and guided her out of the library and down a long hall. Her curiosity was aroused once more.

“My daily maid mentioned that you have not hired any staff,” she ventured.

“Stone is all I need.”

“This is a very large house for one person to keep in order.”

“Stone and I are the only ones in residence and I intend for matters to remain that way. We will not be staying long. All we require are the kitchen, the library and a couple of bedrooms. The rest of the house is closed up—has been for years. When Uncle Chester was alive he and his housekeeper, Mrs. Buckley, kept only a few rooms open.”

“I see. You are here to settle your uncle’s affairs, then?”

“I am here to do a bit more than that, Miss Ames. I intend to find out who murdered him.”


Three
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Evangeline was shocked into what Lucas was certain would be a very temporary silence. While she grappled with the ramifications of his announcement, he eased her out the front door and into the night. They started down the moonlit lane toward the cottage.

“I was under the impression that your uncle died of a heart attack,” Evangeline said at last.

“So I’m told.”

“You don’t believe that?”

“No, Miss Ames, I don’t. What is more, I think there is a possibility that Mrs. Buckley, the housekeeper, was also murdered.”

“Good heavens.” She glanced at him very quickly and then turned her attention back to the lane. “May I ask if you have some reason for believing that his death was due to foul play?”

“At the moment all I have is suspicion.”

There was another short silence from Evangeline.

“I see.”

He knew then that she had already heard the rumors of madness in the Sebastian family line. It was only to be expected, he reminded himself. The gossip was rampant around Little Dixby. Chester had lived at Crystal Gardens for nearly thirty years, certainly long enough to impress the locals with his odd behavior.

I should have expected that she would think me delusional, Lucas thought. Even though she possessed considerable talent herself, it did not follow that she would ignore the gossip.

Having learned at an early age that his own paranormal talent made others uneasy and often fearful, he had gone to great lengths to conceal his true nature. But it had been impossible to hide his abilities from his relatives. He was well aware that some of the whispers of madness in the Sebastian bloodline came from the very heart of his family.

“No, Miss Ames, I am not delusional,” he said evenly. “And for all his eccentricities, neither was Uncle Chester.”

“I see,” she said again. She fell silent.

He realized that under other circumstances he would have savored the moonlight walk to the cottage. Even the knowledge that she was not altogether certain what to make of him could not detract from the intense thrill of being so close to her. He sensed that she was aware of the energy between them, as well. But he suspected that she was telling herself that the edgy, overstimulated sensation had been caused by the recent excitement.

A short time ago in the library he had taken pleasure in watching the way the gaslight turned her hazel eyes to gold and the soft waves of her hair to a rich, dark shade of amber. Taken individually her features lacked conventional beauty but they melded together into a striking face animated by intelligence and strong character. Any man who sought to seduce her would first have to win her trust and respect. Afterward he would very likely discover that he was the one who had been seduced.

Logic and common sense suggested that he focus on the questions that surrounded Evangeline Ames, not his attraction to her. And there were a great many mysteries linked to her.

It could not be sheer coincidence that a lady who just happened to possess some strong psychical talent had chosen to rent a cottage that no one had wanted to rent in years—a cottage located a short distance from ancient ruins that reeked of dark paranormal energy. Her remarkably well-paid career as a professional companion raised more questions. Then there was the matter of her connection to the Rutherford household, which was, in turn, linked to a man who had died under mysterious circumstances. Last but not least, it was asking too much to believe that it was mere happenstance that a knife-wielding killer had tried to slit her throat tonight.

Whatever Evangeline Ames was involved in, coincidence had nothing to do with it. But the mysteries swirling around her only made her all the more intriguing.

“You’re certain that you have no idea why that man attacked you tonight?” he asked.

“None.” Evangeline concentrated on keeping her footing in the badly rutted lane. “I suppose he must have discovered that I was a woman living alone in the cottage and concluded that I would be an easy victim.”

“His accent is straight from the streets of London.”

“Yes, I did notice that.”

“In my experience, the members of the criminal class who ply their trade in the city rarely venture into the countryside.”

Evangeline looked at him. He sensed her curiosity and smiled a little.

“Why is that?” she asked.

“It is an alien environment to them,” he explained. “They flourish in dark alleys, hidden lanes and abandoned buildings. They are urban rats. They don’t know how to survive outside their native habitat. What is more, they tend to stand out in the countryside.”

“I see what you mean.” Evangeline sounded intrigued. “Their clothes and accents would mark them as outsiders.”

“Yet Sharpy Hobson pursued you all the way to Little Dixby.”

“Well, it isn’t as if he had to travel to the ends of the earth or even to Wales.”

He smiled. “No. London is only a few hours away by train.”

“True.” She exhaled a small sigh. “Although I must admit at times it feels as if Little Dixby is located on the far side of the world or perhaps in another dimension.”

“Yesterday in the bookshop you gave me the impression that you were enjoying your stay in the countryside, at least until tonight.”

“Let’s just say that, until tonight, it has been restful to the point of boredom.”

“You are from London,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Like Hobson.”

“Are you implying that there is some connection between me and that villain?” she asked, her tone sharpening.

“It seems a likely possibility.”

“I understand your logic but I honestly cannot imagine what it would be. I told you, I have never before encountered Sharpy Hobson. Believe me, I would have recalled such a meeting.”

“There are some mentally unbalanced men who sometimes develop unwholesome fixations on a certain woman. They follow their victims, at first trying to frighten and control them. Eventually they become violent.”

“I am not naive, Mr. Sebastian, and I have not lived a sheltered life. I am aware that such men exist. But even if I did unwittingly manage to attract the attention of such a deranged individual, why didn’t he attack me in London? And why wait so long to follow me to Little Dixby? I have been living here for nearly two weeks.”

She was truly bewildered, he concluded.

“There is no way to fathom the thinking of a madman,” he said.

“No,” she agreed. “But you will admit that Sharpy Hobson did not appear to be unbalanced tonight. He claimed that I was worth money to him.”

“Hobson may not be the one who is deranged. The unbalanced person in this mystery is possibly the one who sent him here to find you.”

Evangeline tightened her grip on the lapels of his coat. “Good heavens, yes, you are right. But that logic does not hold, either. I cannot think of anyone who might want to kill me, let alone pay someone to do the deed.”

He listened to the dark murmurings and sighs of the dense woods on either side of the lane and considered what he knew of murder. There were those who believed that he knew far too much about the subject. They were right.

“A discarded lover seeking revenge might hire a villain off the streets to kill the woman who had rejected him,” he offered.

“ ‘A lover’?” The words were uttered on a half-choked squeak of pure disbelief. Evangeline hastily composed herself. “Good grief, sir, I assure you that is not the case.”

Her response was interesting, he thought. It was as if she found the notion a complete impossibility. But he, in turn, found that difficult to swallow. Evangeline Ames was far too interesting, too compelling.

“Perhaps the person who commissioned the murder is not a man. Is there a woman who might have cause to be jealous of you?”

“Your imagination is certainly quite creative, sir. Do you write novels, by any chance?”

“No, Miss Ames. Nor do I read them.”

She shot him a cool look from the corner of her eye. “Do you have something against novels, Mr. Sebastian?”

“I prefer to take a realistic view of the world, Miss Ames. Novels by their very nature are anything but realistic, with their scenes of overwrought emotions and the ridiculous happy endings.”

She gave him a chilly smile. “They call it fiction for a reason, sir.”

“Yes,” he said, “they do.”

“Some people find that reading novels is very therapeutic precisely because it does allow one to view reality from an entirely different perspective.”

“I will take your word for it. Let us return to our mystery.”

“I told you, I don’t have any answers,” she said.

“Then let us go back to the beginning.”

“The beginning?”

“Why do you remain here in Little Dixby? You have made it plain that you are not altogether charmed by country life.”

She pondered the question for a few seconds. In the moonlight, he could not make out her expression but he sensed that she was deciding just how much of the truth to tell him.

“As you know, I am a professional hired companion,” she said.

“A very well-paid professional companion, judging by your clothes and the fact that you can afford to rent my cottage.”

“I explained that I work for an exclusive firm.” Her voice was crisp with impatience now. “But as it happens, I have other aspirations. Do not mistake me, I take great satisfaction from my work with the Flint and Marsh Agency but I am determined to move on to another career.”

“What other career?”

She angled her chin. “One that I’m certain you will not approve of. I hope to be able to make my living as an author of sensation novels.”

He was surprised by his own crack of laughter. “I should have guessed.”

“I have, in fact, recently signed a contract with a gentleman who publishes a number of newspapers, Mr. Guthrie. Perhaps you have heard of him?”

“Certainly I’m aware of the Guthrie newspaper empire. He has made a fortune selling society gossip, accounts of lurid crimes and serialized sensation novels.” Lucas broke off, realizing what he had just said. “Oh, I see.”

OEBPS/images/9780748128877.jpg
{2 ® 2o t)
E W Rline & Marsh Novel " )

¥
A






OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg





