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  CHAPTER 1




  Newgate Prison, London, June, 1810




  It’s almost time to die. Robin Perry shifted his weight on the unforgiving planks of his bed and stared, unfocused, at the opposite wall. His body felt leaden, weighed down by the heavy burden of his shame and the frightful inevitability of what was to come. He flexed his ankles trapped in the heavy iron shackles and winced as the sores re-opened, oozing a watery, pink pus.




  A movement on the floor diverted his attention. A large black beetle scuttled across the grimy stones, intent upon its bumpy journey. He tracked it as it clambered up the white-washed wall toward the open window. There, drawn like a repentant sinner to the bright light of salvation, it hesitated for a moment, then scurried through the iron bars to freedom.




  If it were only that easy. If only...




  Settling back against the wall, he grimaced at the agonizing burn that raced like a lit fuse from his lower back to his shoulders. Sleeping on a damnable hard slab of wood since moving to the condemned cell was crippling him.




  He burrowed beneath his sweat-stained shirt and scratched his chest, irritating the fresh louse bites, as well as tearing the scabs off the old ones. Surely they could eat no more. The vermin infesting his clothes and the vile stench emanating from the slops bucket in the corner tested his sanity even more than the specter of death that haunted his nightmares.




  Not that it mattered. His discomfort, like his miserable life, would be over within the hour, and he’d be free of this man-made hell. And be on my way to the real thing.




  His attention snapped back to the barred window. For the past two days, a small army of workmen had been repairing the multiple gallows in the prison courtyard. He could not see them, thank God, but the unrelenting staccato of their pounding was impossible to ignore.




  Like nails in my coffin.




  His glance fell on the two prisoners who had shared his narrow cell for the past hour. Sitting silently on the wooden bench at the far end of the room, the condemned brothers looked as forlorn as he. They were petty thieves, footpads, who waylaid unwary travelers along the Great Western Road from London to Bristol, relieving them of their purses and anything else of value. In their ill-fitting and filthy clothes, they stank of sweat and urine.




  He snorted softly. Just like he did. Who was he to judge them? The cut of his jacket might be finer, and the leather of his boots of the highest quality, but he sat in Newgate Prison awaiting execution for ‘robbery with violence’ just as they were.




  He hung his head. Death was only minutes away.




  Death and damnation.




  A cold spiral of fear snaked its way down to his bowels and coiled there, like a viper, anticipating the moment he would drop through the trapdoor and plummet into Hell. How had it all come to this?




  The easy answer, of course, was that Lisette, the seductive, dark-eyed whore he frequently visited, betrayed him for the £100 price on his head. Even as the bounty hunters burst through the bedroom door, the hussy still professed her love for him. What a fool you were to trust her.




  The hard answer...well, he didn’t want to think about it too much. Yet, the question vexed him now more than ever. Why had he turned away from a law-abiding life? He was descended from generations of decent folk who’d lived virtuous lives and earned their money honestly. What flaw in his character had led him down the self-destructive path of highway robbery?




  His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of the Ordinary. The middle-aged prison chaplain, clad all in black and hunched over like an old crow, shoved a chair in front of Robin and sat down with a weary sigh.




  “I have come to hear your confession, my son. When was the last time you attended church?”




  “It has been many years, Father.”




  “I understand you were not born into this reprehensible life, Robert. You are from Hounslow, is that correct?”




  “Yes, Father, the village of Cranford, where my father was a solicitor.”




  The priest folded his hands in his lap. “Will your family be in the courtyard today?”




  “No, my parents are dead, and I have no siblings.”




  “Do you have a wife or mistress, then? A family of your own?”




  “No, no one.” Robin stared at the shackles on his legs and thought of Lisette. “There is no one who cares whether I live or die.”




  The Ordinary studied him for a moment. “I’m sorry to hear that. I have watched you for the past few weeks, Robert. You do not seem a wicked or violent man. Rather, you appear intelligent and kind and not the sort to become a highwayman.”




  “Thank you for that assessment, Father.”




  “How did you come to such an end, young man?”




  “I have only myself to blame, but I offer this by way of explanation. I was a pleasure-loving youth, spoiled by my parents, and I set no limits on my appetites or desires. After my parents died of typhus, I took my inheritance, a diamond of great worth, and sold it, giving me ample funds to indulge myself. When the money ran out, I turned to highway robbery.”




  “I see.” The priest opened his Book of Common Prayer, its thin pages dog-eared and smudged with prison grime.




  “But I never took a life, Father. I did not kill.”




  “I am glad to hear it, son. Nonetheless, robbery is a very serious crime.”




  “For which I have received the King’s judgment.”




  “And now you will receive God’s judgment, Robert. Do you repent your sins against God and the King’s peace?”




  “Yes, Father, I do.” He knelt on the dirty stones and faced the older man.




  “Then let us begin. Repeat after me. Almighty and most merciful Father...




  Robin bowed his head and repeated the familiar words. “Almighty and most merciful Father; I have erred and strayed from thy ways like a lost sheep. I have followed too much the devices and desires of my own heart and have offended against Thy holy laws...” When Robin ended the prayer, he looked up into the priest’s benevolent eyes.




  The Ordinary raised his hand and made the sign of the cross. “Almighty God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who desireth not the death of a sinner, but rather that he may turn from his wickedness...” He placed his hand on Robin’s shoulder. “Amen,” he said at the conclusion of his prayer.




  “Amen,” Robin repeated in a hoarse whisper.




  The priest rose from the chair. “Go in peace, my son, and may God have mercy on your soul.”




  One of the footpads, a wiry fellow with greasy black hair, stood up to look out the window. “D’ya know when they’re comin’, Father?”




  “Soon, I fear," the Ordinary replied. "The ginger-haired warder told me eight o’clock. It must be close to that now.”




  Robin nodded toward the window. “I don’t hear them working any more.”




  A rueful smile crossed the footpad’s haggard face. “Then I guess it’ll be real soon, won’t it?”




  The priest cleared his throat and rapped on the door to be let out. “Say your prayers, men, for your time on this earth grows short.”




  Robin hung his head and did not speak. Only a few minutes left; barely time to think...or plead for his soul’s salvation. He closed his eyes and spoke silently to God.




  I have led a despicable life, awash with sin of every sort, and I am now to pay the penalty, but my soul is not completely corrupt. I beg you, Lord, forgive me and spare me the eternal fires of damnation.




  No, he was not totally rotten. He had tried on occasion to do the right thing, helping several of the poorest families in the district with his swag. His ill-gotten gains had saved many a child from starvation. He was pleased with that...if not much else. If only he had the chance to do more, to prove he was worthy of redemption.




  Keys clanked in the lock, and the heavy oak door creaked open to admit the six gaolers who would escort them to the gallows.




  “Time to go, men,” said the ginger-haired warder, his face long and serious. “Time to say your final prayers, too.”




  Terror gathered about Robin’s shoulders like a shroud. Taking a deep breath, he struggled to his feet, the iron shackles and chains so heavy, he could only hobble toward the door.




  His pulse leaped as two of the gaolers took him by the arms and helped him labor into the passageway. The footpads followed, also in leg irons and assisted by their own gaolers. Behind them came the Ordinary, reading the Anglican burial service from the Book of Common Prayer, his monotone voice a subdued mumble against the loud clanking of the chains. As the pitiful parade shuffled down the short corridor toward the Debtor’s Door, the blood rushed through Robin’s ears like a roaring waterfall, and his heart hammered inside his chest.




  Waiting just inside the courtyard door, the hangman and his helper stood, pinioning straps in hand, their plain faces devoid of emotion. Reality hit Robin like a sledge hammer. He was really going to die. Panic seized him, cramping his leg muscles and nearly forcing him to his knees.




  “Steady now, lad,” the hangman said in a low voice. “It’ll all be over soon, and you’ll be in God’s hands.”




  The assistant moved swiftly to prop him up while the hangman strapped Robin’s hands in front of him and then crouched down to release the shackles. The two executioners moved on to the footpads, leaving Robin to support himself against the cold, hard wall. He tried to focus on the droning Ordinary, tried to fight the overwhelming fear, but his pounding heart drowned out all other sounds.




  “Come along now, Mr. Perry,” said the red-headed warder as two others seized his arms. The gaolers led the prisoners outside into the courtyard and up the few steps to the wooden platform of the gallows. Three rope nooses hung from a heavy oak beam overhead, casting their deathly shadows on the platform in the early morning sun.




  A large crowd had assembled to watch the proceedings, and Robin found the murmur of voices strangely comforting. At least he would die amongst his fellow human beings and not alone in some God-forsaken back alley, lying in his own filth and vomit, the victim of his own excess.




  The warders positioned the three prisoners over the large, two-leaf iron trapdoor that would seal their fates. Standing in the middle, with the footpads on either side, Robin imagined Christ on the cross, flanked by the two criminals who were executed with him. Was Jesus terrified too or was He calm in the certain knowledge of His salvation? Robin stared unblinking into the endless azure sky.




  Dear God, help me!




  The assistant hangman went down the line, placing wide leather straps around each man’s ankles. Off to the side, the Ordinary recited the Twenty-third Psalm in his flat, unvarying voice. Finished with the pinioning straps, the assistant placed the heavy nooses around their necks.




  Robin’s body trembled, and his bladder threatened to empty, but he was determined to die like a man. He would not be seen as weak and fearful, like an animal in the knacker’s yard.




  “May God have mercy on your soul,” the priest repeated three times, moving down the line like an automaton, making the sign of the cross in the air before each of the condemned.




  At that moment, the hangman’s assistant approached Robin from behind and tried to put the white canvas hood over him, but Robin shook his head violently from side to side.




  “No, do not yet cover my face. I wish to speak.” Despite his fear, his voice was loud and clear, drawing stares from every person in the crowd. “Good citizens, I go to my doom and shall soon meet my Maker. I pray He will look upon me with mercy for, although I am a wicked sinner, I never resorted to murder nor did I rob any man who could not bear the loss.”




  There was a smattering of applause, and a few heads nodded in approval. Then, while the senior hangman motioned for everyone on the platform to move away from the trapdoor, his assistant placed the hood over Robin’s head and stepped back.




  Despite the panic clawing his insides, Robin steeled himself. This was it. The end of everything.




  The harsh scrape of metal on metal reverberated inside his head as the long drawbar was dragged back under the trapdoor. Like the maw of some hellish beast, the metal floor fell open beneath his feet and swallowed him whole.




  He fell into a bottomless black hole, but oddly felt no pain. Indeed, the noose had disappeared, as had his two companions. Then his body jerked and, like a hapless crab hauled out to sea by a sudden riptide, he was dragged through the void. Engulfed in blackness, he tensed, waiting for the flames of eternal torment to lick at him out of the emptiness. But there was nothing; just darkness as silent as a tomb.




  Far off in the distance, a pinprick of light appeared. It grew larger as he hurtled toward it through the black tunnel, helpless as an infant. His heart, which he thought would be silent at this point, began to thump like a bass drum, drowning out the whoosh of passing air.




  The light transformed into a swirling vortex of pure illumination, riddled with star-like flashes of light. Rushing at him like a charging bull, it filled his vision. He tried fruitlessly to retreat, but invisible strings pulled his legs, sucking him into the blinding brilliance.




  Dear God, the gates of Hell!




  CHAPTER 2




  Royal Palms Hotel & Resort, Tortola, British Virgin Islands, Present Day




  Molly Montgomery luxuriated in the torrent of hot water gushing from the shower head. The comforting blanket of warmth soothed her sore muscles and washed away the sticky residue of her early morning snorkeling excursion with Allan.




  Closing her eyes, she wondered if it was too late to catch the next plane to Miami and end this farce of an engagement. Too bad she didn’t have the nerve.




  She raised her left hand and stared at the honking huge diamond ring he’d given her. She didn’t care that it was a family heirloom or that his ancestor had been King George IV’s mistress, it was just too damned big. She was an elementary schoolteacher, for heaven’s sake, not some rich-bitch socialite who needed a ring the size of Texas.




  She sighed. She wouldn’t be a teacher for much longer.




  Everything had happened so fast. One day she was teaching third grade at the Briarly Academy, and the next she was engaged to one of Wall Street’s hottest superstars. Allan Ferguson’s whirlwind courtship had swept her off her feet. Within three weeks of their meeting, the workaholic single parent had asked her to marry him, and she’d agreed. Now, here she was in Tortola, along with her mother and Allan, to plan the wedding.




  “It’s just like a fairytale,” her mother reminded her constantly. Molly was beginning to think the story might be more Grimm Brothers than Cinderella, however.




  For one thing, Allan didn’t make her heart go pitter-patter. Oh, he was good-looking enough and had a pleasant, if somewhat stiff, personality, but there was no heat between them, no charged sexual current that stirred her passion and made her blood rush with excitement. The man she was about to marry should make her swoon just by walking through the door, right? Allan didn’t even make her smile half the time.




  He did make the effort to spend time with her, but even then he was so wrapped up in his Blackberry, he frequently failed to notice if she was still in the room. He tried to make up for his short attention span with wonderful gifts and surprise visits to the theatre and the best restaurants, but she was beginning to suspect their marriage was just another business deal to him.




  Yeah, a live-in nanny with benefits.




  She smacked her hand hard against the tiles. If she didn’t love him, then why in hell was she marrying him?




  Her mother’s voice echoed inside her head, reciting the familiar reasons: Molly was nearly thirty-five, Allan was rich and would provide for her mother’s old age, he had an adorable little daughter and, most importantly, there was no one else.




  Clarice sure hit the bull’s eye with the last one. Before she met Allan, Molly’s love life had been as dull as bingo night at her mother’s assisted living facility in Queens. She’d gone out a few times with some fellow teachers, both before and since her move to New York, but no one had tripped her trigger. She’d had an intense love affair back in Maine, but her relationship with Todd, the local newspaper editor, hadn’t survived the long-distance test. Before that she’d had a handful of rebellious liaisons in high school and college, all of which ended badly.




  All in all, it was not a great track record for a single thirty-four-year old. Her mother always said she had poor judgment when it came to men, and Molly could hardly argue the point. Except for Allan, of course. Clarice thought he was the biggest catch since JFK, Jr.




  Molly was also sick of going home to an empty apartment every night and tired of trying to make ends meet on her meager teacher’s salary. Living in New York City was a zillion times more expensive than Presque Isle, and the cost of her mother’s assisted living apartment seemed to go up every other month.




  If she were brutally honest, Allan’s wealth was the biggest part of his appeal. She’d taught the children of New York City’s elite for the past two years and seen how the upper class lived. Why shouldn’t she and her mother grab onto the brass ring when it flew by?




  There was no doubt Molly needed the money. Her mother’s health problems and dire financial straits meant she was entirely dependent on Molly for support. Molly had been able to swing it thus far, but she'd been on the verge of getting a second job when she met Allan. His wealth would eliminate her fiscal burdens entirely and provide Clarice with a secure and comfortable lifestyle for the rest of her days.




  Brrring! Brring! The jarring ring of the bathroom telephone punctured her reverie. She opened the shower door and reached for the receiver. It was probably Allan asking her if the hotel had delivered her costume for the tonight's pirate entertainment.




  “Oh, hello, Mother.”




  “Were you expecting Allan?”




  “Yes, sorry. What can I do for you? I’m in the shower.”




  “Did you and Allan have a nice swim, dear? He looks so handsome in his trunks, doesn’t he?”




  “Yes, Mother. What is it you wanted?”




  A loose cough came over the line. “You haven’t forgotten our appointment this morning, have you?” Clarice coughed again, the deep rattle of her emphysema always unnerving.




  “No, I haven’t forgotten.”




  “Good, because we’ve got thousands of details to iron out.”




  Thanks to her mother’s extravagance, and Allan’s open-ended expense account, their simple, little destination wedding had morphed into the Hurricane Katrina of all nuptials. Clarice was quickly driving Molly bonkers with splashy and expensive ideas that veered unerringly toward the high end of the tackiness scale.




  “Mother, I’m not marrying the friggin’ Prince of Wales,” she muttered. “We can’t waste any more of Allan’s money.”




  “Nonsense. He’s got plenty of money, and he’s given me carte blanche to do as I wish.” Excited, she wheezed a couple of times and then coughed her head off.




  “You don’t sound any better, Mother. Have you spoken to the hotel doctor yet?”




  “No and I don’t intend to. It’s just this God-awful humidity. It makes it hard to catch my breath. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”




  “You should use your oxygen tank.”




  “I don’t need it. I’ll be fine if I slow down and don’t overdo it.”




  “You’re just too vain to lug it around, aren’t you?”




  “Not at all. It’s heavy and inconvenient.”




  There was no point in discussing it further. “Shall I meet you downstairs in an hour? That would give me a chance to cool down and write Gracie a postcard.”




  “Oh, she’d love that. I’ll see you at the wedding planner’s office in an hour then.”




  “Okay. Why don’t you lie down for a bit too.”




  “Yes, dear. See you later. Give Gracie my love.”




  Allan’s money wasn’t his only attraction. His sweet-natured and adorable eight-year-old daughter, Gracie, drew Molly to her like a butterfly to nectar. The little girl had lost her mother to cancer a year ago, and all the well-meaning nannies in the world couldn’t mend her broken heart. Gracie needed a mother, and Molly had known instinctively she could be a loving substitute.




  Molly flattened her palms against the tiled wall and hung her head. She could do this. She could be a great step-mom without being head over heels in love with Allan. What happened between the grown-ups wasn’t important as long as the little girl had a loving and stable environment.




  BANG!




  What the hell was that? It sounded like someone, or some thing, just crashed into the headboard of her bed and slammed it full-force against the wall.




  She shut off the water and grabbed a white, fluffy bath sheet from the heated towel rack. Wrapping it around her body like a sarong, she dashed to the bathroom door, opened it and...froze in her tracks.




  The sight that greeted her nearly stopped her heart. A man, dressed in some kind of costume, lay sprawled across the rumpled sheets of her bed. He stared at her in shock and disbelief and seemed just as surprised to be there as she was to find him.




  “Who are you?” she gasped, “and what are you doing in my room? You won’t find any money or jewelry in here. I’m only a poor school teacher.” She quickly spun the diamond around so it dug into her palm.




  He scratched his head and blinked his beautiful green eyes at her. It would have been comical under other circumstances.




  “Madam, please do not scream. I intend no harm to either your person or your purse. Please believe me,” he said in an attractive English accent. He seemed much too polite to be a criminal.




  “I’m not a screamer by nature, but don’t give me cause to start now.”




  He smiled charmingly. “I would never do such a thing. I am not here to rob you or make any other sort of mischief, I assure you.”




  “Then is this some sort of joke? Are you an actor? Did Allan send you?”




  He scooted to the edge of the bed and started to get up.




  “No, no, stay where you are,” she blurted, thrusting her upturned palm at him. To her surprise, he complied.




  “Joke? Madam, I assure you this is no joke. And I have no idea who this ‘Allan’ person is.”




  Even seated, he looked tall and fit. In his form-fitting pantaloons, double-breasted tail coat, and scuffed, knee-high leather boots, he looked as though he might have stepped out of a Jane Austen novel. Instead of a tie or cravat, however, only a thick red burn encircled his throat.




  “Well, then, who the hell are you, and why are you in costume?”




  The guy had to be a model or an actor. With his shoulder-length golden-brown hair, jade-green eyes, and perfect features, he was too handsome to be anything else. Was Allan testing her to see if she was unfaithful? He knew how crazy she was about Mr. Darcy from Pride and Prejudice. Or was her intruder very good at hiding his sinister purpose?




  He certainly didn’t look evil with that goofy smile on his face.




  *****




  A few seconds ago, Robin had plunged through the whirling vortex of light, landing like a spent cannonball in the cloud-like softness of the bed. Now he lay there, staring like a stunned fish at a beautiful woman wearing nothing but a towel. How or why he came to be there, he did not know, but he was grateful and amazed to be alive.




  If, he was in fact, still living. He fingered the burn around his neck. Surely he was dead, and this was some sort of strange after-life, where his hellish tormenters were pretty, half-naked girls.




  “Tell me!” she repeated, her voice rising. “Who the hell are you?”




  Her dark brown eyes were round as moons, but she appeared more confused than afraid.




  He dipped his head respectfully. “My name is Robert Neville Perry, but my friends call me ‘Robin.’”




  “How in the world did you get in here? That door is locked from the inside.”




  “All I remember is a spinning spiral of pure light which sucked me into it and deposited me here in your bed.”




  “Ah, really? A spinning spiral?” She edged backwards toward the doorway of the room from which she’d just emerged.




  “You have nothing to fear, madam. I shall not harm you, I promise.”




  He looked around. The airy room was bathed pleasantly in muted light, and a warm, humid breeze floated in through an open door from the terrace. The tiled area was filled with pots of brightly-colored flowers, and their blended scents wafted into the room, teasing his nose. Voices also drifted in, muffled by the hissing roar of distant waves.




  “I say, if this is Hell, then I can hardly wait to see Heaven.”




  “Hell? You think this is Hell?” She gripped the door handle.




  “Well, I’m not certain, of course.” He smiled as disarmingly as possible, trying not to frighten her. “It’s all a bit confusing.”




  “I bet it is.”




  He swept his gaze over her figure. Beneath the towel was a curvy, feminine shape with full breasts and a narrow waist. Just what he liked. She was very pretty. Delectable, in fact, with her long, dark hair, pert little nose, and eyes the color of rich chocolate. He was irresistibly drawn to women with dark eyes. They were mysterious and alluring, like the lovely and traitorous Lisette.




  “As I said, my name is Robert Perry.” He tilted his head and nodded politely.




  “You have an English accent.”




  “Yes, I’m from Cranford, in Hounslow, just outside London.”




  She seemed to relax a little at that, her full lips opening slightly and her shoulders softening.




  “I see. But that doesn’t explain why you’re in my room, and why you thought you were in Hell.”




  “No, I suppose it doesn’t.” He shifted on the bed, debating whether or not to tell her the truth. If this was some kind of second chance, and he was serious about redeeming his sins, he should be candid with her. “I thought I was in Hell,” he began slowly, “because I was just hanged at Newgate Prison for ‘robbery with violence.’”




  She let out a squeak and dashed like a little rabbit into the other room, slamming the door and locking it.




  “Go away!” she shouted. “Leave right now or I’ll call hotel security.”




  He jumped up from the bed and ran to the door. “Please, madam, I’m a gentleman, not a brute. ‘Robbery with violence’ is the legal description of my crime.” He pressed his lips against the painted wood. “I may be a highwayman, but I’m not a murderer, and I would never harm a woman. Please believe me.”




  “I want you to leave.”




  “Madam, you have nothing to fear. I am at heart a gentle and generous person.” He leaned against the door with splayed palms. “In fact, I often give a portion of my...er, earnings...to the destitute families in the district. The unfortunate wretches would starve were it not for me.” He leaned his forehead against the door. “Please come out so we may speak together. I’m harmless, truly.”




  *****




  Harmless? I don’t think so. The man was clearly a few peas short of a full pod.




  He spoke to her through the door. “I swear I shall be a perfect gentleman.”




  His rich baritone was gentle, his words persuasive. Her glance fell on the wall phone next to the shower. She should call security and have him removed, but a little voice told her to listen to what he had to say. Still...




  “Ah, I don’t know...” she shouted back.




  “Please,” he said, his voice tinged with desperation. “I swear to you by all that is holy, I intend you no harm.” There was silence for a moment. “I need your help, rather.”




  Her resolve flickered like a sputtering candle. “What kind of help?”




  Another pause. “I...I seem to be lost.” His voice trembled slightly.




  Well, that did it. She couldn’t turn away a stray puppy, much less a fellow human being in need, even if he did just escape from the local loony bin.




  She rummaged around in her cosmetics bag for a makeshift weapon. “All right. I’m coming out," she yelled, "but at the first sign of trouble, I’ll call security. Do you understand?” She extracted a small nail file and palmed it.




  “Yes. I only wish to speak with you, that’s all.” She heard him sit back down on the squeaky bed.




  Opening the bathroom door, she stepped into the bedroom, but not far, just in case. “Okay. I’ll listen to what you have to say.”




  He sat on the bed, knees together, hands folded, like a polite schoolboy. But the long hair grazing his shoulders and those lively green eyes made him look mischievous and worldly.




  Good golly, Miss Molly, but he's beautiful!




  “As I said, madam, I’m lost. If this is not Hell, then I have no idea where I am or why I’m here.”




  Gorgeous or not, he might be a raving lunatic. Time to find out just how crazy he was. “May I ask you something?”




  “Certainly.”




  “Do you know what year it is?”




  CHAPTER 3




  Clutching the nail file in her fist, she studied her intruder. She should have been scared stiff, but his non-threatening manner and engaging smile made him about as frightening as Gracie’s Shih-Tzu, Tinker Bell.




  He looked adorable sitting there on the bed, like a confused little boy. His gentle eyes and golden-brown curls made him look like a lamb, but then her gaze roamed over his broad shoulders and strong, masculine face. This was no boy. He was all man and he was perfect, except for that nasty red burn around his throat.




  “Why, it’s 1810, of course.”




  Too bad he was completely insane.




  “Eighteen ten, you say? Sorry. It’s not 1810, it’s 2013.”




  “Wh...what did you say?”




  In a heartbeat his expression changed from beseeching to bewildered, and a deep frown appeared between his sea-green eyes.




  “The year is 2013. Two thousand and thirteen,” she repeated.




  His eyes grew round. “Do you mean to tell me it’s more than two hundred years later than I think it is?”




  “Yes, that’s right. It’s 2013, and you’re sitting in my room at the Royal Palms Hotel in Tortola.”




  His mouth gaped. “Where or what is ‘Tortola?’”




  “It’s a small island in the Caribbean.” She paused. “You know, where you live?”




  “That’s quite impossible.” He jumped up and began pacing the room. “I live in England, where it's 1810, and I was just hanged by the neck until dead.” He challenged her with his resolute gaze. “I cannot be where you say I am. It’s absolutely out of the question.”




  She pressed her back into the doorframe. Given his agitation, it was better to go along with his delusion.




  “Oh, so you’re freaked out about having time-traveled to the twenty-first century, but the fact you’ve just been executed and are still walking around, breathing, doesn’t bother you?”




  “Well, I suppose everything about this upsets me.” He rubbed his forehead. “I don’t understand any of it.”




  “Robert, do you feel all right? Is there somewhere else you should be? You know, like a hospital or sanitarium?” She hated to be rude, but he really was quite mad.




  “Are you questioning my sanity? Do you think I’m a lunatic?” His pleading eyes tugged on her heart strings.




  “Well, your story is a little hard to swallow, although I must say you’ve dressed the part. Your costume appears quite authentic.” He could have been Fitzwilliam Darcy’s brother come to visit. She’d always loved the Regency period and had often wished she’d been born back then.




  “It’s not fancy dress, if that’s what you’re implying. It’s my normal attire.” He pinched the top of his nose and resumed his pacing. “I realize it sounds unbelievable, but I’m telling you the honest-to-God’s truth.” He absentmindedly tapped the ugly red ring around his neck. “Here. This...this is the proof.”




  She peered at his neck. “I noticed that. What is it?”




  “The mark made by the noose with which they hanged me. This proves I’m telling you the truth.” He bent down. “I want you to touch it.”




  “Oh, I don’t know.” She extended her hand tentatively and gently touched the raw flesh. “Ow, I bet it hurts. I’ve got some anti-biotic crème for this. You don’t want it to get infected.”




  “You are most kind, madam.” His green gaze implored her. “Do you believe me now?”




  “I’m not sure.” His wound didn’t really prove anything, except... “I hate to ask you this, but did you try to hang yourself?”




  His jaw dropped. “Suicide? Never! I’d never kill myself. It’s a mortal sin. I would never do that.”




  She held up her palms to caution him. “Calm down, Robert. I didn’t mean to upset you, but I had to ask.”




  “It’s quite clear you don’t believe a word I’ve said, but I don’t know how else to convince you.” He breathed in deeply and exhaled through pursed lips. “Will you contact the authorities now?”




  She focused on his full lips. The lower one was just made for little love nibbles. She shook her head to clear it.




  “Yes, I think I should. They could help you. Take you to a hospital or clinic to get treatment.”




  He dropped onto the edge of the bed and held his head like he had a migraine.




  “Perhaps I am dreaming, my delusions brought on by lack of oxygen. Or...” His eyes went wild. “More likely, I am dead and this is Hell, where I shall spend eternity trying to convince people that I’m sane.” He stood up and regarded her with haunted eyes. “I can’t be dead, can I? My heart still beats. I’m still breathing.”




  She should have run back into the bathroom and called for help. Instead, her common sense completely abandoned her. Leaving her safe haven at the door, she approached him. The poor guy was truly distressed.




  “May I show you something?” she said as calmly as possible.




  “Yes, of course.”




  She walked to the terrace door and motioned for him to join her. “Robert, you’re not dead. Look outside.”




  He stood next to her, close enough so she could sense the warmth of his body and breathe in his scent. She caught a whiff of something floral, underscored by a faint smell of must on his clothes.




  She eyed him closely as he took in the large swimming pool, four stories below, surrounded by men and women clad mostly in Speedos and bikinis. Off in the distance, the cars in the hotel parking lot glinted in the harsh afternoon sun.




  He turned toward her, his face filled with amazement. “What...I don’t understand what I’m seeing.”




  “You're seeing the exterior of this hotel, and below is a swimming pool filled with happy tourists." She really shouldn't play into his fantasy, but... "Those sparkling, metal things over there,” she pointed to the west, “are cars... automobiles...horseless carriages.”




  “I do not understand, but I’m astonished by what I see.”




  “What you see is real. This is reality. It’s 2013, not 1810. And this is Tortola, not England.” She touched his arm. “I’m real, and you’re not dead.”




  “You’re certain?” he asked, hope blooming in his drawn face.




  “Yes, you’re very much alive.” Crazy, but alive.




  He passed his hand over the blond-brown stubble on his chin. “Somehow, by means I cannot explain, I have traveled through time. I was hanged, yet I’m still alive. It’s rather astounding, don’t you think?”




  “Yes, it sure is,” she quipped, happy he had settled down.




  His gaze was riveted to the pool area. “Those women out there...are they all prostitutes?”




  “Prostitutes? What are you talking about?”




  “They’re practically naked.”




  “They’re wearing bathing suits, Robert. Don’t tell me you’ve never seen a bathing suit. This is a major tourist destination. How can you live here and not know about bathing suits?”




  He frowned. “I’ve already told you, I’m from England, where a lady would never appear at the seaside in such a state of undress.”




  “Well, here they do. Just because their suits are revealing, however, doesn’t mean they have loose morals.”




  “Is that so? But their bodies are free of hair, just like the high-priced whores in London.” He had that goofy grin again as he stared at her bare legs. “I see your legs are bare also.”




  She threw up her hands and retreated to the chair. “Don’t get your undies in a bundle. I’m not a prostitute.”




  “Forgive me, I meant no offense, but you are dressed most provocatively.” He strolled back into the room and raked her with his eyes. “You are a very lovely woman. Quite beautiful in fact.” He returned to his perch on the bed. “You know, I don’t know your name nor anything about you.”




  She blushed like a teenager. “Thank you for the compliment, but this is not how I normally ‘dress.’ I had just finished my shower,” she pointed to the bathroom, “when you, uh, arrived.”




  “Again, I apologize if I’ve startled you or offended you.” He bobbed his head respectfully. “Now, won’t you please tell me your name?”




  It was quite impossible to be upset with him. “My name is Martha Montgomery, but my friends call me 'Molly.' I’m a third-grade teacher at a private school in New York City.”




  “You’re from the former colonies? How very interesting.”




  Not knowing exactly how crazy he was, it would be easier to leave out the details. “Yes, the colonies. I’m here on vacation.”




  “Vacation?”




  “Holiday.”




  “Ah, then you’re here alone?” His eyes actually twinkled, the devil.




  “Um, no. I’m here with my fiancé, Allan.”




  His broad shoulders sagged. “Ah. When are you to be married, miss?”




  “In several weeks.” She glanced at the clock next to the bed. “Look, I’ve got an appointment in fifteen minutes, and I need to get ready. Don’t you think you should be moving on?”




  He stood up. “I...I don’t know where to go, Miss Montgomery. As I told you, I’m lost and need your assistance.”




  “But I have no idea how to help you, unless you want me to call the authorities.”




  “No, please don’t.” He spread his hands in supplication. “I am not insane, although they would not believe me. Would you have them lock me away in an asylum, never again to see the light of day?”




  “No, I guess not.” She paused. "Not unless you were a dangerous criminal or something like that."




  "I assure you, I am not."




  Turning him over to the local police would be the most intelligent course of action, but she hesitated to do it. She pictured him in a strait jacket, sitting forlornly against the wall of a padded cell. The local psych ward might be a real hell hole, for all she knew, and she didn’t have the guts to toss him into it. After all, he hadn’t hurt her or done anything to make her afraid. Just the opposite. Within the space of half an hour, he’d made her feel more feminine and desirable than Allan ever had.




  She walked to the desk and opened her purse. “I don’t have any answers for you, but maybe this will help.” She fished out her wallet and pulled out a hundred dollar bill. “Take this money. Maybe it will help you get a fresh start.”




  He shook his head. “That is very kind of you, Miss Montgomery, but I don’t want your money.”
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