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One



LLANMAIR

WALES, 1820

For some inexplicable reason, the first thing that occurred to Greer Fairchild when three men—robbers, for all she knew—stopped the coach in which she and Mr. Percy were traveling was that the death of Mrs. Smithington, to whom Greer was a traveling companion, was not only tragic, but extremely inconvenient.

They had almost reached the foreboding Llanmair, having lumbered up a rutted road for the better part of an afternoon, yet the day’s gloomy light had not faded so much that Greer couldn’t distinguish the ancient gray castle from the crag on which it sat, rising high above the woods and mountains that surrounded it.

It was an imposing structure, four stories high, built with gray stone, and anchored by four turrets in each corner. They were so close to the castle! They were so close to ending Greer’s ordeal, and now this!

“Stay here,” Mr. Percy said, looking quite grim when the coach rattled and groaned to a halt at the approach of the three riders. “I shall speak with them.” He climbed out of the carriage, shut the door soundly, and strode forward to the three men who now stood between Greer and the man in the castle who held her inheritance.

“This is not to be borne,” she muttered under her breath. Not after all she’d endured in the last year. Not after her guardian aunt’s death and the endless hours she’d spent with Mrs. Smithington in public coaches with people who thought nothing of bringing their chickens and dogs along with them. Not after all the bouncing she’d endured along every pit and rut as they’d traversed empty moors, or losing sight of the sun in forests so thick with trees that no light could filter through. She’d come within a quarter of a mile of the gates to what she hoped was her final destination, only to be stopped.

It was extremely vexing.

Greer peered out the window to where Mr. Percy had confronted the three men with his legs braced wide and his arms akimbo. She groaned with exasperation and laid her head against a torn squab. She supposed she ought to feel frightened of the men, being as far from civilization as she was, but she felt nothing but exhaustion and the grime of hard travel on her body. Not to mention the disgust of having traveled three days in the same gown, for it was bloody cold in Wales and the poor gown was the warmest garment she possessed.

“Astoundingly inconvenient,” she said aloud.

Really, if Mrs. Smithington hadn’t died when and where she did, poor thing, Greer might have made this trip to Wales in the summer, when the sun was bright and warm. Not now, in late autumn, when the weather was dreadfully cold and damp. She might have reached Llanmair, where the Prince of Thieves—as she’d come to think of him—supposedly lived in half the time it had taken them over these ridiculously muddy and pitted roads.

But then poor Mrs. Smithington had lain down for a nap on the very day Greer reached her uncle’s dilapidated and long-sought estate. The elderly woman had just lain down and never awoke. It was a horrible way to die—alone, with no relatives save one distant nephew, her heir, in London. While it was true Mrs. Smithington could be entirely too vexing, Greer had developed a certain exasperated fondness for her, and would not have wished such a lonely death on her.

Mrs. Smithington’s tragic death, on top of everything else, made Greer wish she’d never come back to Wales. If it weren’t for good Mr. Percy, she surely would have turned back for London along with Mrs. Smithington’s effects. But Mr. Percy had encouraged her to continue on her journey.

The journey had begun a year ago, when Greer’s legal guardian, Aunt Cassandra, Lady Downey, had died unexpectedly. Aunt Cassandra’s second husband, Lord Downey, had no desire to support Greer or her cousins, Ava and Phoebe, and had firmly and eagerly stated he was prepared to give them to whoever asked for their hand, regardless of social standing or fortune, or their wishes in the matter.

That was intolerable enough, but as Greer was merely the ward of Lady Downey, she was at the greatest disadvantage. She had no family or fortune left with which to entice a proper suitor, even if Lord Downey were inclined to see her married well. All she had of her past was an old letter, a few minor possessions that had belonged to her mother, whom she could scarcely remember, and fragments of memories that included an elderly uncle, a distant father, and no siblings.

Desperate to keep herself and her cousins from the fate Lord Downey would condemn them to, and knowing that her father had died several years ago without siring an heir, Greer had embarked on this wretched journey to find her uncle and ask after an inheritance she wasn’t even certain existed. She had no knowledge of her father’s fortune, or if he even had one, but she thought certainly there must have been something left of the man’s life. And if there was something left, it surely would have been left to her father’s brother.

It was a fragile hope, but a hope nonetheless.

Unfortunately, the only way she could possibly afford to travel to Wales was as the companion of the ancient and constantly complaining Mrs. Smithington, who wanted to see the “wild bits of England.”

After traveling for months in the company of Mrs. Smithington, Greer had finally reached Bredwardine, an English village on the border of Wales, where she found her uncle’s estate shockingly dilapidated. The vague memory she held of a grand home with lush lawns and fountains was a fantasy. The house was little more than a manor, not a mansion, and there was no lawn surrounding it, just a small yard with an old pig wandering aimlessly about.

The only inhabitants of the house were an aging caretaker and his wife. Moreover, most of the rooms had been emptied of furniture long ago—there was no place to sit, no place to rest, save two rooms at the very top of the stairs, which, for reasons Greer did not want to contemplate, still boasted two old and lumpy featherbeds. And as Greer had wandered about that afternoon pondering what on earth she would do now, Mrs. Smithington had begun to complain of feeling poorly.

Greer thought nothing of it at the time. Mrs. Smithington had complained endlessly since they’d left London. They’d no sooner left the outer limits of the city when she’d begun to carp about the weather (too rainy), the condition of the roads (too rutted), and the fact that there really wasn’t very much to see once one traveled through so many miles of rolling countryside (too many trees and too far from London).

At first, Greer had found the woman’s complaining amusing in an odd sort of way, but it quickly grew tiresome, especially when Greer was the one forced to hold hatboxes or small trunks in her lap while they traveled in tight public coaches.

But then Mr. Percy had boarded their coach in Ledbury and had proceeded to compliment Mrs. Smithington’s youthful smile and claimed to be shocked by her advanced age. Dear Mr. Percy, tall and handsome with brown locks and shining hazel eyes, could have charmed the gray right from Mrs. Smithington’s head if he’d so desired.

By the time they reached Herefordshire, Mrs. Smithington had persuaded Mr. Percy to accompany them to Wales with the excuse that “in the company of a gentleman, no one will prey on two poor unmarried females.”

Greer imagined that even the most depraved of villains would be deterred by Mrs. Smithington’s constant complaining, but Mr. Percy’s attention to Mrs. Smithington had been a welcome relief for her. Not only was he exceedingly charming, he was also a very good escort. He was very solicitous of their needs.

Actually, it was in the course of Mr. Percy’s particular attention to her that Greer learned what had happened to her uncle. On occasion, when Mrs. Smithington would retire early, Greer and Mr. Percy would sit by the fire in whatever inn they happened to be residing in and chat. He would invariably compliment her—her eyes as blue as the deep sea, her hair as black as India ink. Greer found his compliments lovely, but having been out two Seasons in London, she was hardly diverted by such talk.

Eventually, he felt comfortable enough to explain how a gentleman of his obvious standing had come to be riding the public coach. As it happened, he was returning to Wales to try and reason with a ruthless relative who had stolen his rightful inheritance and cast him out of his family home, all for the crime of having an English father. It was a sinister tale, and while Mr. Percy put a very brave face on it, Greer thought his relative criminally deplorable.

The story was so deplorable that she felt compelled to likewise confess that she was looking for her paternal uncle, the last known male relative on her father’s side, who had hailed from Bredwardine. But when she mentioned her uncle’s name to Mr. Percy, a strange look came over his face. “Randolph Vaughan?” he’d repeated incredulously, and suddenly leaned forward, took Greer’s hand in his, looked at her with eyes full of sympathy, and said, “Miss Fairchild, it is my sad duty to inform you that Mr. Randolph Vaughan has…died.”

Greer gasped. “Died?”

“Kicked by a horse he was gelding. The poor man lingered for days but never recovered.”

“Oh,” Greer had said, quite at a loss upon hearing the unexpected news. “Oh my.”

“Ah, but you mustn’t fret,” Mr. Percy had said with a confident squeeze of his hand. “I know there are more of your kin in Wales.”

“More?” she’d asked, confused. “But I thought my Uncle Vaughan was the last one.”

“Of your family, perhaps. But his wife’s family was rather prominent.”

Greer had felt quite confused, and remembered asking, “If I may, sir…how do you know so much about the Vaughan family?”

“Oh, that’s quite simple, really,” he’d said with a charming smile that instantly put her at ease. “Wales is rather like a small village—Welshmen are well known to one another.”

Welshmen.

Greer turned her attention outside the carriage and saw one of the men suddenly swing off his horse and put a hand on his waist, revealing a gun. She gasped as Mr. Percy swept off his hat and pushed a hand through his thick brown hair, then replaced his hat. He did not seem to be terribly frightened of the gun.

But then again, Mr. Percy was not the sort to be easily rattled. The day Greer had found Mrs. Smithington cold and stiff in that bed on the upper floor at Bredwardine, she’d given in to despair. After the shock of finding her companion dead, Greer had realized she had very little money, was far from any semblance of proper civilization, and was no closer to having what she’d come for than when she’d left London. But Mr. Percy was instantly at her side, soothing her and helping her to decide what must be done, and thankfully, making all the proper arrangements.

And when Mrs. Smithington was buried in the church cemetery, and arrangements had been made to have her effects sent back to London, Mr. Percy had asked, “You mean to go on, don’t you?”

“Go on?” Greer had cried. “Where might I go? My companion is dead, my uncle is dead, and his estate is falling down. I have no place to go but back to London, and I’ve scarcely the money for that.”

“I shall of course escort you wherever you choose,” Mr. Percy had said at once. “I am at your service, Miss Fairchild.”

“I couldn’t possibly impose.” Nor could she possibly risk the scandal of traveling with a man who was not her kin. She was walking on precarious ground as it was with Lord Downey, and besides, Ava and Phoebe would be positively apoplectic if they knew Mrs. Smithington had died and that she was traveling with a man she scarcely knew.

But once again, Mr. Percy had been very persuasive. “It is no imposition, I assure you! I’ve no fixed schedule. Furthermore, I know of a solicitor who might be able to direct you to the person who has taken over your uncle’s affairs.” At Greer’s curious look, he said, “Your uncle has died, but you may yet be entitled to an inheritance.”

When Greer demurred, he’d said with great authority, “Here now, Miss Fairchild! You’ve come all this way on your quest. You cannot abandon it without at least speaking to the gentleman. If he has no news for you, then I shall help you catch the first coach for London. There is little harm in asking, is there?”

She couldn’t argue that point.

The solicitor, Mr. Davies, was an elderly man whose office was in a very old building with sagging wood floors. After Mr. Percy had gallantly used his kerchief to dust off a chair for her, Greer explained her situation to the diminutive man: that she suspected she was her father’s only heir, but wasn’t certain, given her estrangement from her father at an early age.

Mr. Davies said nothing as she spoke. When she finished, he donned a pair of spectacles, ran his hands through a shock of stiff gray hair, then searched through a stack of papers and binders. He finally found a large leather binder, from which he pulled a sheaf of papers. He laid them out on his crowded desk and proceeded to study them, muttering to himself while Greer sat impatiently across the desk from him, Mr. Percy standing attentively behind her.

After a time, Mr. Davies removed his spectacles and peered closely at Greer. “Indeed, you are your father’s only living heir,” he said flatly.

Greer gasped with surprise and elation; Mr. Percy put a steadying hand on her shoulder.

“Unfortunately, as no provision was made to find you, and your whereabouts were unknown, the estate of your father, Mr. Yorath Vaughan, passed to his brother, Mr. Randolph Vaughan, who is your late uncle. Mr. Randolph Vaughan likewise had no surviving heirs, and upon his death, the whole of his estate—which included your father’s portion, naturally—was passed to the husband of his deceased wife’s deceased sister, his lordship Rhodrick Glendower.”

Greer blinked, trying to follow. Mr. Davies returned his spectacles to his face and folded his hands on top of his desk. “He is known in England, indeed in Bredwardine, as the Earl of Radnor. But not three miles from here, in Wales, he is known by another name.”

Mr. Percy’s hand tightened on Greer’s shoulder. “I beg your pardon, but you can hardly mean—”

“I do indeed, Mr. Percy!” the solicitor said grandly, obviously quite pleased with himself. “Miss Fairchild’s inheritance—if indeed it does exist—has passed along with your uncle’s estate to none other than the prince of Powys!”

“Who?” Greer asked as Mr. Percy’s hand slid away from her shoulder.

“The Prince of Powys,” Mr. Davies articulated carefully. “A hereditary title in the eyes of the English, perhaps, but in Wales, madam, he is known simply as ‘The Prince.’ He is not a man to be trifled with.”

Honestly, she didn’t care if he was the bloody king of England—he had her inheritance. “How do I find him?”

Mr. Davies slammed shut the leather binder, from which arose a cloud of dust so thick that Greer had to wave it from her face. “At Llanmair, of course, where all the princes of Powys have resided before him and shall continue to reside long after he is gone.”

“And where, precisely, is Llanmair?” she pressed.

The solicitor chuckled low, pointed at the small dingy window. “West. At the base of the Cambrians, in a wood thick with game.”

Greer squinted at the old man. He held her gaze, daring her to challenge his poetic yet impractical directions. As he seemed the intractable sort, Greer stood, fished in her reticule for a crown, and held it out to Mr. Davies. “Thank you, sir. You’ve been very helpful.”

Mr. Davies extended his bony hand and snatched the coin. “Good luck, Miss Fairchild,” he’d said, chuckling in a manner that sent a shiver down Greer’s spine.

Naturally, Mr. Percy persuaded her to continue on and to hire a private coach. Greer was rather reluctant to do so, given her dwindling funds, but Mr. Percy thought it absolutely necessary for traveling so deeply into Wales, which, naturally, he convinced her she must do. “There was something left of your father’s estate, Miss Fairchild, just as you’ve hoped! Of course you must go on! But it is a hard journey, and in the privacy of a hired coach, I should think there would be less speculation as to who you are.”

That was his very polite way of reminding her there was a way to avoid scandal. Still, she debated it—she had just enough money to go back to London, or, with a little luck, to claim her inheritance. At the time, she believed Mr. Percy was right. She had come a long way and she might as well finish her journey. So against her better judgment, her sense of propriety, and every blessed thing she had learned at Aunt Cassandra’s knee, Greer set out with Mr. Percy in the direction of Llanmair.

In a private coach.

That she had hired.

It wasn’t until they were far from any village or sign of civilization that Mr. Percy confessed that the prince of Powys was none other than his wretched uncle, the man who had ruined him.

“You can’t mean it!” Greer had cried, shocked.

“You shouldn’t be surprised, really,” he’d said cavalierly. “The man wields considerable influence in these parts. How else could he have…?” His voice trailed off, and with a sidelong glance at Greer, he clenched his jaw and shifted his gaze out the window.

“I beg your pardon—how could he have what?”

“I cannot say, Miss Fairchild. You are too…too pure to hear of the vile nature of that man.”

Greer had snorted at that. As she was traveling into Wales with a man who was not her husband or otherwise related to her, she rather thought goodness was no longer a consideration. “I have made my decision and I am quite determined, sir. You must tell me what you know of this man, for now he has my inheritance as well as yours.”

“Yes, of course, you must stand up for what is rightfully yours,” he’d agreed instantly. “You are to be commended for your bravery, Miss Fairchild.”

She wasn’t the least bit brave, she was desperate. “Then please do tell me what I must know.”

With a sigh, he’d looked at the broad palms of his hand. “In addition to seizing my lands, the details of which you are well aware, the blackguard also compromised the daughter of a solicitor in Rhayader, and then steadfastly refused to do the honorable thing by her.”

Greer blinked; Mr. Percy suddenly surged forward, put his hand on her knee, and said low, “But that was not the worst of it. Soon after his refusal, the young woman went missing. The entire county looked for her high and low…but she was nowhere to be found.”

“Oh dear God,” Greer exclaimed, her mind racing with all the horrible things that could befall a woman in a land as remote as Wales.

“But then, by some miracle, in the middle of a vast forest comprising thousands of acres, he found her.” He leaned back, removed his hand from her knee. “She was dead, of course. Broken neck.”

“Oh God, no!”

“He alone led the authorities to her body, miles from Llanmair.”

“How tragic!”

But Mr. Percy narrowed his gaze and suddenly surged forward again. “I think you do not fully take my meaning, Miss Fairchild. Twenty-five thousand acres of virgin land and forest surround Llanmair. It is impossible to traverse them all. Yet somehow, he managed to find her in a very remote ravine.”

His implication sank in, and Greer blinked. “You mean…murder?” she whispered.

Mr. Percy shrugged and sat back again. “There are many who believe it is so. There is no end to the man’s depravity.”

Now, several days later, as Greer looked out the coach’s window at that huge foreboding castle and the three mysterious men, a shiver ran down her spine. Suddenly, she needed to be near Mr. Percy and opened the coach door and stepped out just as she caught sight of a rider coming toward them. Mr. Percy saw him, too, for he instantly turned and held up a hand. “Stay in the coach, Miss Fairchild!”

But Greer did not move—she was transfixed by the approaching rider.

He was thundering toward them at a dangerous speed. His greatcoat billowed out behind him like the wings of an enormous bird and he leaned tightly over the neck of a large black steed that sent up thick clods of earth from his hooves. It seemed almost as if the man didn’t see them standing there, as if he intended to ride right through them. Greer cried out, darting behind Mr. Percy just as the rider reined to a hard stop, causing the horse to rear. The steed’s enormous legs churned the air as he came down, and the man reined the horse again, hard to the right, away from the other horses.

With a tight hold on the agitated horse, he glared at them all, and as Greer stepped out from behind Mr. Percy, he turned his glacial green eyes to her.

She’d never felt such a shiver in all her life.

The rider was older than she, perhaps by ten years or more. A scar traversed one side of his face, from the corner of his eye to the middle of his cheek, disappearing into the shadow of his beard. His jaw was clenched tightly shut, and beneath his hat, she glimpsed the distinctive black hair of the Welsh with a bit of gray at the temples. He was not a handsome man and not even the least bit agreeable—in fact, he looked quite fierce.

And angry.

Mr. Percy instantly stepped in front of Greer and spoke in Welsh. Whatever he said, the man spurred his horse forward a few steps so that he could look at Greer again with those frightfully cold green eyes.

At the same moment, a fat raindrop hit the top of Greer’s bonnet, startling her. It was followed by another, and then several more, and she impulsively said to the man, from whom she had not been able to take her gaze, “If you please, we should like to pass. We mean to reach—”

Mr. Percy clamped down on her forearm and spoke in Welsh, and again the man did not respond, but looked at Greer.

“I beg your pardon,” she whispered to Mr. Percy, “but I think we should explain who we are.”

“What do you think I have been attempting to do this last quarter of an hour?” he responded curtly under his breath. “If you will just allow me—”

“But it is beginning to rain,” Greer said, noting the hint of despair in her own voice, and looked at the man in black again. “I don’t mean to be untoward, sir, but I fear we shall be caught in the rain.”

The man said nothing. Greer was getting wetter by the moment and stepped forward. “We have important business with the earl of Radnor…the, ah…the prince…so please do kindly allow us to pass.”

Once again, her plea was met with cold silence. Greer glanced anxiously at Mr. Percy. “Do you think he understands me?” she whispered.

“Oh…I am quite certain that he does,” Mr. Percy said assuredly.

If the man did or did not, he refused to make any indication, and her fear began to melt into anger at his rudeness. She lifted her chin as she stared at his rugged face, her eyes steady on his.

He surprised her by saying something in Welsh to the three men who stood between them. He then reined his horse about and rode off just as quickly as he’d arrived.

“What did he say?” Greer asked, surprised by his abrupt departure.

Mr. Percy sighed and gestured for her to step into the carriage. “He gave us leave to pass,” he muttered, and taking her arm firmly, handed her up to the coach. He glanced up at the driver. “Carry on,” he barked, and followed Greer inside.

When the coach began to move, Greer wearily brushed rainwater from her cloak and said, “His lordship may very well be a murderer, but I intend to let him know how unbearably rude his man is.”

Mr. Percy sighed irritably. “Miss Fairchild, that unbearably rude man was the prince of Powys!”

Oh dear God.







Two



The three horsemen escorted the coach the remainder of the short drive to the castle gates. Once the coach passed through, it came to a halt in a courtyard large enough to host more than a dozen carriages at once.

Llanmair was an enormous structure, a palace more than a castle, its size deceptive from a distance. The boughs of ancient trees reached across a large round of lawn. It was an incongruous sight. After traveling through the wild forests, Greer had expected peasants and barnyard animals, not a civilized setting. But as she climbed down from the coach, she looked up and noticed birds’ nests on various nooks and crannies in the castle’s walls. In those nests were enormous birds. Some were black, others were red, some of them preened while others rested, and some of them simply watched.

Greer was instantly reminded of a line from Macbeth: “The raven himself is hoarse, That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan….”

A shiver ran down her spine as two footmen, dressed in black livery, appeared in the main doors to the castle and hurried forward to the carriage. Behind them, another man, dressed in the black and gray uniform of a butler, walked toward them. When he reached them, he bowed low and said, “Bonjour.”

“Bonjour,” Greer said politely, but Percy responded in Welsh.

The butler answered in kind, and Percy, nodding to whatever he said, offered his arm to Greer. “We are to be shown inside.”

A small finger of fear warned her against it—she was uncomfortable in her inability to understand the language, and was walking into the home of a murderer where predatory birds nested—but Percy squeezed her hand reassuringly and persuaded her once more.

Stepping into the castle was almost like stepping into another century. It seemed medieval—the interior was dark and close, the stone walls damp. They passed through a small entry into a large foyer, where a stunning array of swords and armor was displayed on the walls—an entire ancient regiment might have been outfitted from those walls. There were also several banners and standards bearing Welsh words and the symbol of a flying red dragon that Greer vaguely recollected from her childhood, and an enormous mirror to reflect what little light there was.

The butler continued on, as did Greer and Percy, down a dark corridor, through one of the turrets, and yet another corridor lined with dark paintings and more accoutrements of war.

At the end of that long corridor, the butler opened a pair of oak doors and said something in Welsh.

Percy led her through.

The room might have been quite grand had it been properly furnished. It was painted a warm shade of yellow, the draperies were made of floral chintz, and the ceiling was painted with a scene of someone being lifted up to heaven on the wings of angels. At the far end of the large room was a small grouping of overstuffed furniture situated around a carved marble hearth that stood at least six feet tall. That was all. There were no other chairs, no console, no commodes, and no great pieces of art.

Greer tilted her head back to look at the ceiling while Percy spoke briefly with the butler. When the butler had quit the room, Percy joined her looking up at the ceiling. “Sir Thomas Lawrence is the artist,” he said, and walked to a window and looked out. “He has painted several of the portraits within these walls.”

Sir Thomas Lawrence! He was a famous British artist, and the name delighted Greer. She was a great admirer of fine works of art, and with her bonnet dangling from her hand she turned in a circle twice, examining the intricate details of the painting. It was magnificent, far more impressive than anything she’d seen in London.

When she lowered her gaze, she walked to where Percy stood and looked down, exclaiming with delight at the gardens laid out below her. Even though dusk was descending, she could see how extensive they were—row upon row of shrubbery, expertly shaped into circles and arcs and figure eights, and surrounding stands of roses, arbors, and elaborate fountains throughout. The foliage was planted down a gentle slope that ended at the forest’s edge, an enchanting and stark contrast to the cold entrance to Llanmair. “I’ve rarely seen such beauty,” Greer said, awed.

“The prince is quite well known for his gardens,” Percy said. “Rather remarkable, isn’t it, given his nature?”

Indeed, it was hard to understand how a thief and murderer could take such care with a garden. She rather expected him to spend his time torturing small animals and frightening children.

Percy must have sensed her apprehension because he turned a smile to her and said, “You mustn’t worry, Miss Fairchild. Upon my honor, I will protect you—he can do you no harm, I assure you.”

“Thank you,” she said gratefully, not relishing a meeting with the ogre of Powys under any circumstance, and putting aside the question of how, exactly, Percy would stop a determined ogre from anything. “But the sooner we demand that he return to us what is rightfully ours, the sooner we may quit this place,” she added.

“Yes,” he said thoughtfully. He glanced out the window, then abruptly put his back to the vista. “If I may,” he said, taking her hand in his. He averted his eyes for a moment, then turned a very tender gaze on her. “If I may be so bold, Miss Fairchild. I have given our rather unique situation some thought, and I would like you to know that I—”

The door suddenly swung open with such force that Percy started, dropping Greer’s hand and stepping away from her as the ogre swept into the room, still wearing his riding cloak and flanked by two enormous wolfhounds. His face was dark; his black hair with the hint of gray swept back and to his shoulders. He strode into the room with an almost indiscernible limp, halting in the middle, his legs braced apart. He glared coldly at the two of them with a pair of vivid green eyes that slanted slightly and said something softly in Welsh. The two hounds instantly moved and simultaneously sat on either side of him.

Those eyes made Greer shiver for a second time today.

He did not, however, spare Greer a glance, but spoke Welsh to Percy in a deep, low voice. Greer had the impression that he never raised his voice because there was no need—she believed he could send long tentacles of fear into a person’s heart by speaking with the utmost calm.

Whatever he said, it caused Mr. Percy to color slightly. Mr. Percy held out his hand to Greer, which she took, for lack of certainty what else to do. “May I present Miss Greer Fairchild,” he said.

Greer reflexively sank into a curtsy.

The man eyed her boldly, his icy gaze sweeping over the top of her head, down her body to the tips of her boots, and back up again.

She couldn’t move, as transfixed by him as he was curious about her. His presence seemed too large for the room somehow, too much man for so delicate a space. It occurred to her that she was looking at one who wielded such power that no one dared to question him, and her knees began to feel a little weak at the thought of having to ask him for her inheritance.

But she had to ask. She couldn’t succumb to cowardice now, not in the eleventh hour. She desperately wanted to be done with this ugly business as soon as possible so that she might flee this wretched place and never look back. With a vision of her being safely inside the coach she’d hired and being whisked away, she forced herself to speak. “Your highness,” she said.

He raised a brow. He gave the distinct impression that he did not speak a word that wasn’t carefully chosen. “I am an earl, Miss Fairchild. Not a king.”

Greer didn’t know which startled her more—the perfectly spoken English or the way his eyes seemed to bore right through her. “M-my lord,” she said. “Please do forgive our intrusion…but it was necessary that we come all this way.”

He nodded curtly and turned away—much like a cat would turn away from some trifling bit of prey—and strode to a console with that slight limp in his gait. He poured a whiskey from one of several crystal decanters there, then glanced at Percy from the corner of his eye. “Whiskey?”

“Please,” Percy said. Radnor—Powys—whatever his name, gestured lamely to the contents of the console and moved away, leaving Percy to serve himself.

How ill-mannered! What was the point of such abominable behavior, other than to humiliate Percy?

But the man was looking at Greer now, his eyes brashly raking over her body as he tossed the whiskey down his throat. “You are Welsh,” he said as he put the tot aside.

She hardly knew if it was a question or an observation. “I am.” She clasped her hands anxiously behind her back. “My parents were Welsh but resided in the English village of Bredwardine. Vaughan was their name.”

“Then how have you come to be known by the very English name of Fairchild?”

She was reminded of the suffering Percy was forced to endure at this man’s hands merely because he was half English. “My mother died when I was very young, my lord. My father, Yorath Vaughan, had no wish to raise a daughter alone, so he consented to allow my mother’s half sister, Lady Bingley, to take me in. She lived in England, and when my father died, Lord Bingley gave me his surname of Fairchild.”

The prince nodded thoughtfully as he brazenly studied her figure, his gaze lingering on her décolletage as he scratched behind the ears of one of the hounds. “And what business,” he asked in that soft, cold voice, “have you with me?”

Greer could not say what happened to her at that moment—perhaps it was nothing more than the overwhelming exhaustion that had been building in her for so many days, or perhaps it was the way he spoke to her, as if she had no right to seek him out at all. Whatever happened, it vanquished her fear, forced aside the fatigue and frustration, and filled her with weary indignation. “My business is very simple,” she said, her voice calmer and stronger than she had expected. “You have what is rightfully mine.”

He seemed to almost smile, but Percy quickly said something in Welsh. The ogre did not look at Percy, but kept his gaze on Greer, his darkly stoic expression working to goad her into a fury greater than all of his alleged crimes stacked together.

When Percy had finished, the ogre’s eyes narrowed on Greer and he asked, “What could I possibly have of yours?”

Again Percy intervened in Welsh, but the prince threw up his hand to stop him and peered closely at Greer, awaiting her answer.

“You have—”

“Miss Fairchild!”

Percy’s strong voice startled her; she jerked her gaze to him, and he began to address the prince in Welsh, his voice sounding almost frantic. Whatever he said seemed to perturb the prince; his expression was one of superior disdain. And when he spoke to Percy, he spoke in such a way that Greer knew his words dripped with rancor.

Percy responded with equal rancor, and the two men continued to speak in that awful language, Percy’s voice growing louder, the prince’s colder.

But then Percy said something that obviously struck a chord, for the devil prince pinned her with a very fierce look.

Greer took a small step backward.

“The hour has grown too late for you to safely return to Rhayader. We shall make accommodation for you here.”

“Here?” she echoed, glancing anxiously at Percy. “Surely we can return to Rhayader—it is not yet dark, and the rain—”

“It is impossible,” the prince said brusquely. “As for your…business…I shall entertain it on the morrow.” He snapped his fingers; the two beasts were instantly at his side. He strode out the door with them trotting behind him before Greer could say what she had come for, before she could utter another word.

As the door closed resoundingly behind him, robbing her of the opportunity to demand what was hers for the time being, she whirled around to Percy. “What…what happened?”

“I explained to him that we have come for our inheritances,” he said, moving toward her. “Of course he will not give in without a fight.”

Greer groaned. She was too angry and exhausted for this, really. She had wanted to ask him herself, had wanted to claim what was hers from that vile man in her own words, and she hadn’t even understood that her case was being presented at all. “Mr. Percy, I really must insist—”

“Miss Fairchild…Greer,” he said, interrupting her. “You don’t know him as I do. He’s frightfully unscrupulous—he will have no mercy for a defenseless young woman.”

At her skeptical look, he quickly closed the distance between them and took her hands in his. “I yearn to help you, to protect you. Miss Fairchild—Greer—what I have to say will seem indecorous, I fear, but…but I have contemplated it for some time.”

The intensity in his eyes and the gravity in his voice sparked her feminine intuition—she suspected instantly what he meant to say and panicked. He meant to do this now? “Mr. Percy!” she cried, trying to yank her hands free. “I beg you, please do not—”

“Surely you know that I have come to hold you in the highest regard,” he continued doggedly. “I would have preferred a proper courtship—you deserve no less—but as we have been thrown together by fate, I can no longer defer the honest and true declaration of my feelings. It is important that I speak up now, for I believe we will be far more successful together than we possibly can be apart.”

She tried to absorb this sudden admission. Of course she’d noted his attention to her, but she’d never suspected a depth of feeling such as this. And while she found him charming and was somewhat fond of him—after all, he’d been a tremendous help along the way—she had not thought of him in any capacity that even remotely resembled a husband.

And really, what an awful moment to offer for her hand! She could scarcely think of anything but that wretched prince! It was so absurd that it seemed almost a dream—she was standing in the middle of a medieval castle in Wales of all places, the guest of a murderer and a thief, receiving an offer of marriage she neither wanted nor had anticipated. “Mr. Percy, I could not possibly—”

“Don’t answer yet,” he said, and earnestly kissed her hand. “But please do me the honor of at least considering my offer. And as you do, be assured of the depth of my esteem for you. I have been captivated and bewitched by you, Greer, and I pray that you will return my good opinion of you by consenting to be my wife.”

“Mr. Percy, please!” she cried, pulling her hand from his grip. “This is a very ill-timed proposal!”

“I know it must seem that way, but given his nature, this may be the very best time. Just think of what this could mean, Greer! Together, with our inheritances, we will have a comfortable living, you and I. We might settle in a manor house in the country and rear our children—”

“You presume too much, sir!”

He smiled sweetly and touched his knuckle to her temple. “Consider it—that is all I ask.”

Oh God, it was too much to be borne. If only Ava and Phoebe were with her now! Surely one of them would have suspected Percy’s intentions, would have at least warned her, but Greer hadn’t seen it coming. She’d been too single-minded of purpose, too intent on retrieving her inheritance and returning to London to even consider—

“I have obviously distressed you,” Percy said. “But surely you cannot be so very surprised. Surely you knew—”

The door opened behind him, and Percy whirled about like a guilty boy caught peeking up his mistress’s skirts.

It was the butler, who spoke to Percy. When he had finished, Percy sighed, put a hand to his waist, and looked at Greer. “He’s readied a room for you,” he said irritably, then quickly smiled. “Promise me you will consider what I have said.”

“I will consider it,” she said, and escaped his probing gaze by stepping around him and hurrying forward to put herself in the hands of the butler, who had yet to speak a word of English.







Three



The butler led Greer through a darkened corridor to a small, austere room with a bed, a rug, and a table that doubled as a vanity. There was a single window, which looked out on the sheep pens. The butler—a small, dark-haired, and stoic little man—told her in French that an evening meal would be served in her rooms.

“Merci,” she said, and because her French was not very good she pleaded for someone who spoke English. “Y a-t-il quelqu’un qui parle anglais ici?”

“I speak English,” he responded solemnly.

This place seemed odder and odder by the hour. “Thank you,” she said, looking at him curiously. “Might I have a fire made?”

“A footman will attend you shortly.” He bowed and stepped out of her room.

With a sigh, Greer tossed her bonnet onto the bed and walked to the window, where she stared out at the muddied pens and the sheep who, in spite of the cold and wet weather, chewed contentedly on their cuds. She wished she could be as content as they, have nothing to worry over except when she might be let out to pasture again. Unfortunately, her burden seemed insurmountable at the moment. She’d gotten herself into quite a mess.

Greer stood at the window hugging herself tightly, contemplating what she should do, until a knock at the door roused her. It was a footman, come to build a fire. As he filled the hearth with wood, she asked, “I beg your pardon, but is Mr. Percy close by?”

The footman looked at her strangely. “Saesneg no good,” he said.

“Oh.” She smiled weakly and turned back to the window.

The day was fading into black, and the wind was picking up, making strange groaning sounds in the castle. When the footman left, she noticed that the wind sounded like keening cries at a distance. It made her nervous. She almost expected the witches from Macbeth to jump out from behind the single drape and chant:


When shall we three meet again

In thunder, lightning, or in rain?

When the hurlyburly’s done,

When the battle’s lost or won.



She stepped away from the window, and moved to the hearth, hoping that the crackle and hiss of burning wood would drown out the awful groans of the wind.

She thought of Ava and Phoebe, of their house in London, of the soirées and balls they’d attended since they’d come out, their carefree lives in which their greatest concern had been which of the many young gentlemen they might marry one day. She missed them terribly, missed their counsel and confiding in them. She thought of her aunt Cassandra, who always laughed, always promised them great things.

She thought of Bingley Hall, where they had lived when they were children, and the balls her aunt and uncle had held. On those special nights, Aunt Cassandra would visit them in the nursery, dressed in her finery. She always looked like a queen to Greer.

On one such occasion, Phoebe had grown petulant. “I want to attend, Mamma,” she’d insisted.

“Not tonight, darling, but one day you will attend all the balls,” Aunt Cassandra had said reassuringly, and took Phoebe by one hand, Greer by the other, and nodded at Ava to take their hands, too, so that they formed a circle. “You remember the reel I taught you?” she asked as she moved them in a circle. “One day, you shall all dance as many reels and minuets and waltzes as you like.”

“Where?” Phoebe had asked suspiciously.

“Where!” Aunt Cassandra had playfully scoffed. “At Ava’s house, of course, for Ava will be mistress of a very fine house, and she will host balls and soirées and elegant supper parties that will be the envy of everyone in London.”

“Who will I marry, Mamma?” Ava, older than Greer by a year, asked.

“A lord. A very handsome and wealthy lord, darling, and he will adore you completely.”

“What about me?” Phoebe, the youngest of the three asked, frowning.

“You are my very special child, Phoebe,” Aunt Cassandra had said with a warm smile as they slowly moved in their circle. “When you are grown, your beauty will be so great that every man in Britain will desire you for his wife. But you will be quiet and very careful in settling your affections on one of them, for you will have an important secret. It will take a very special man to see your secret and its importance to you.”

“What is the secret?” Phoebe cried, happy to be the one to have an important secret.

“Why, how could I know, darling?” Aunt Cassandra asked gaily. “It is your secret. But it will be a precious secret, and you will share it with the one man who loves you above all else.”

“What of Greer?” Ava asked.

“Greer!” Aunt Cassandra laughed and squeezed Greer’s hand affectionately. “That’s quite easy. Greer is clever and witty and will be in great demand at all the most important social events because she is the life of any good party. All the gentlemen will esteem her greatly, but our Greer is so clever, she will prefer to play with the gentlemen as if they were mice and she the cat.”

“Won’t I marry?” Greer asked, daunted by the prospect of toying with grown men.

“Of course, darling! But you won’t marry just any man—he will be at least as clever as you and will recognize instantly what a jewel you are.”

The circle slowed as the three of them had looked at each other, trying with all their might to imagine themselves as grown women.

“I don’t want to marry,” Phoebe said at last. “I want to stay with Ava and Greer.”

Aunt Cassandra laughed and leaned down to kiss Phoebe’s blond head. “Men shall flit in and out of your lives, my lovelies, but the three of you will be together always and forever. You will be like a great brotherhood of knights, defending and protecting one another throughout your lives. You will share your sorrows and your hopes with one another, you will share in your joy and tragedy, and you will raise your children together. Never forget that while you will love your husbands and your children, no one will ever be closer to you than your sisters.”

“Greer isn’t our sister, Mamma. She is our cousin,” Phoebe had clarified.

“Thank you, darling, I am aware she is your cousin in name. But she is your sister in heart.”

She had kissed them all good night then and left them in the company of their nurse, sweeping out of the room in a gown that sparkled when she moved.

Greer never forgot that night. Aunt Cassandra had been right in many ways—she was invited to all the social events and sought after as a partner in games and dancing and at supper tables. Gentlemen always seemed to like her, but she had yet to meet one in London that held her interest for very long. It saddened her, for she wanted the life Aunt Cassandra had painted for her that night. She wanted children, and to live near Ava and Phoebe in London in the midst of the social whirl. And she did very much want to marry a man who was clever and kind and not the least bit intimidated that she knew the latest news of Parliament, as some of her suitors seemed to be.

Greer missed Aunt Cassandra desperately, especially now. Her aunt would know what to do about everything—about Greer’s inheritance, about Percy, about this awful castle.

And of course Greer thought of her mother, a woman whose face was frozen for all time in the tiny personal portrait Greer carried with her. She did not have a portrait of her father, and could not remember what he looked like. She couldn’t remember him at all, really. But her mother—Aunt Cassandra’s half sister—she remembered in vivid snatches.

But she was chasing a ghost, she thought morosely. Scattered bits of memory, a tiny little portrait, and nothing more than the recurring dream she’d had of her mother in the last few years. In the dream, her mother stood at the door of a white mansion, bathed in sunlight, beckoning Greer inside. And Greer would run to her mother, trying to reach her before her mother disappeared inside. She could never do it.

It was hardly enough of a dream to have brought her here, to a remote and gloomy castle, as far from the Wales of her memory as she could possibly be.

It was ironic, really—she’d always been so very practical. She excelled in her studies and yearned to know more of math and science and literature. She was not the sort to follow a flight of fancy, no matter how dire the situation. So how was it that she’d allowed herself to risk her life and her virtue on a wild-goose chase?

The room was growing colder in spite of the fire in the hearth. Fortunately, another footman appeared with Greer’s trunk. She lit a candle and opened the trunk, found a serviceable evening gown and a Kashmir shawl that she donned for warmth, and performed her toilette with the ice-cold water in the basin. Sometime later a third footman appeared with her meal. As he stoked her fire, she removed the silver dome and looked at the food. Fish stew, from the look of it. She replaced the silver dome; she had no appetite.

When the footman left, she tried to occupy her thoughts and hands by taking her hair down and brushing it. The wind grew fiercer still, and rain lashed at the small-paned glass window as if someone hurled pebbles at it. It was too nerve-racking to endure, so Greer tied her hair at her nape and began to pace.

The light of her candle flickered with the strength of a draft, and Greer was suddenly reminded of a novel Phoebe had read to them aloud one long winter night of a girl trapped in a castle with a ghost. The story had caused the three young girls to sleep in the same bed for several nights.

Another gust of wind rattled the window, and Greer’s anxiety increased to the point she felt she might very well crawl out of her skin.

She could scarcely bear it, felt an almost desperate need to leave that wretched room before a witch or a ghost appeared. She glanced at the small watch she wore pinned to her breast. It was a quarter to ten. Surely she might move about the corridors of the castle without disturbing anyone at this hour—the place seemed so large and devoid of human life. Just a quick walk-about to find Mr. Percy, who would undoubtedly keep her company until the storm passed.

A clap of thunder sent her to the door. She opened it carefully and peeked out. There was one light at the far end of the corridor that was flickering so badly it looked in danger of being extinguished. But it was light, and where there was light there might be a person—a living, breathing, person.

She picked up her candelabra and stepped out into the corridor, retracing the path the butler had taken to bring her to her room. At the end of the corridor, however, she could not remember if they had come from the left or the right.

She went right.

After walking for several minutes with her heart pounding loudly in her ears, she reached another corridor that was long and narrow and lit by beeswax candles in wall sconces. It was an extravagance that few people could afford, but Greer was glad for it. She blew out her light and put down her candelabra, then moved quietly down the corridor, looking at the paintings as she went.

She found it quite interesting that the devil prince, for all his sins, had quite an impressive art collection in this hall, but really little else in the castle.

As she neared the end of the corridor, she came upon a painting of a woman seated beneath the boughs of a tree. Greer recognized the distinctive work of Thomas Gainsborough, and paused to admire it. The woman was wearing a white dress over panniers with a blue sash. On her head was a wide-brimmed summer bonnet and her bejeweled slippers peeked out from beneath her hem. A little black dog was lying at her feet, looking up at his mistress. Greer stepped closer to admire the painting, squinting up at it, when she heard the creak of a floorboard behind her.

She jerked around with a cry of alarm, which caused the two dogs behind her to start barking ferociously, their bared teeth gleaming in the candlelight.

Just behind them, a man appeared in a doorway, filling the frame, and Greer’s heart stopped beating. He spoke sharply to the dogs, who instantly went down on their bellies.

Terrified, Greer gasped for breath, her hand on her throat, and tried to focus on the prince. He had divested himself of his cloak, and for that matter, his coat and waistcoat and neckcloth, too. In fact, he wore nothing but a pair of trousers and a lawn shirt with the tails hanging midthigh. The shirt hung open at the neck; she could glimpse the dark hair that covered a muscular chest. His dark hair was mussed, his feet bare, and he leaned against the door frame, holding a bottle in one hand. He looked hardly civilized, and he was scowling at her.

“I beg your pardon,” she said instantly, and moved to flee.

“I ble rydych chi’n mynd?” he said, his voice sharp.

Greer suppressed a shudder and swallowed hard before glancing warily at him from the corner of her eye.

He spoke again to the dogs, who moved instantly at his command and disappeared through the door into the room behind him. Still, the prince did not move, but squinted at her, taking in her gown and the shawl that had fallen from one shoulder to her arm, her slippers, and her hair as he drank. When he lowered the bottle, he met her gaze. “I know who you are, you know,” he said. “What are you about?”

“I was…” She thought twice before telling him she was restless and fearful and had to quit that small room before she went mad. “I am lost,” she lied.

“Lost,” he repeated, his gaze lazily skimming her body. “You’ve never been lost.”

His response confused her. “I, ah…” She glanced down the corridor she had just walked. “I wanted some water,” she said, seizing on a random thought—any thought—to explain herself. “I was looking for the butler. I must have taken a wrong turn.”

The prince pushed off the doorjamb, his gaze steady on her bosom, his legs less steady. “Didn’t you think to use your magic?” he asked, wiggling his fingers at her. “Or at least the bellpull?”

The bellpull. She hadn’t even looked to see if one hung in her room. She did not respond, just watched him move toward her in his uneven gait. The man had obviously fallen deep into his cups, and God only knew what he was capable of under the influence of drink. A jolt of panic overwhelmed her; Greer glanced frantically down the corridor again and contemplated running from him.

But he was upon her, and Greer swallowed down her fear and instinctively stepped back and away from him, bumping up against the wainscoting.

Any number of things went through her mind as he looked at her, his gaze hard and ravenous. She could smell whiskey mixed with a spicy cologne, could see the dusting of a beard on his square jaw.

He stared down at her, his gaze dipping to her lips. “Beth ydy’ch enw chi?”

Greer blinked and held her breath.

He lifted his gaze. “Are you not Welsh?”

She did not dare respond.

The prince dropped his gaze to her bosom again, and a heat fired deep inside Greer, creeping out to her limbs.

He cocked his head slightly and sighed. “What is your name?” he asked. “Your given name,” he added, lifting his gaze to her eyes once more. She was startled—she hadn’t noticed how vividly green were his eyes, the very color of spring. But those eyes were scrutinizing her every move, almost seeing through her, and her heart began to pound with fear. What did he see? What did he think to do with her?

He lifted a thick brow, waiting for her answer.

“Greer,” she said, her voice damnably weak.

“Greer,” he repeated softly, and continued his perusal of her—the top of her head, the hair tied at her nape and hanging over her shoulder. He lifted his hand as if he meant to stroke her hair, and Greer instinctively closed her eyes and turned her head.

But the prince didn’t touch her hair, as she expected—he touched her. He brazenly touched her, his fingers skating across the flesh of her bosom. Her eyes flew open. “My lord!” she gasped loudly.

He ignored her. He was holding the charm she wore around her neck, studying it intently. It was the one Aunt Cassandra had given her years ago, a cross embedded in three circles. Greer tried to move away from him by pressing her back against the wall, but he shook his head, silently warning her against it. He held the cross in his big hand, his fingers thick and dark against the smooth pale skin of her bosom.

Her breathing was coming in gulps now; a fountain of panic had welled in her and was threatening to erupt into hysteria. She madly debated striking him, pushing him away, screaming for help—but she felt paralyzed, unable to scream, unable to find her voice. She couldn’t seem to do anything but stand there with her fists clenched at her sides, her head turned to one side as he studied the cross.

“It is Welsh,” he said. “An amulet.” He dropped it; his fingers brushed against her skin like the lick of fire. Greer covered the necklace with her hand. “I hardly think so,” she said hoarsely. “It was purchased in London, I am certain.”

“It is Welsh,” he repeated. “I know you. I know you seek to haunt me,” he breathed, his eyes almost blazing. She could not look at those eyes and not be drawn in, and she turned her head again, but he put his hand to her jaw, ignoring her whimper of fear, and forced her to look at him.

They stood almost toe to toe, their gazes locked, her face turned up to his, her breathing harsh, his calm. “I know what you want…but you will not succeed,” he murmured, and then, to her horror, he kissed her. His lips were warm and wet, moving seductively over hers. His hand touched her neck and she had the sensation that he could strangle her with one large hand if he so desired. His hand then slid to her shoulder, and to the swell of flesh above her décolletage, his light touch unnervingly arousing.

He was, incongruently, gentle and demanding in that kiss, tasting her, nibbling at her, and extraordinarily erotic. Her body was reacting in a way that surprised her, heating beneath his touch, resonating with desire.

Just when she believed she might faint, he suddenly broke away and staggered back. His mouth curved into a dangerous smile and he raised his bottle, took another drink, then pointed the bottle’s neck at her. “You will not win,” he said. His gaze raked over her once more. He took another healthy swig from his bottle, then turned unsteadily and limped back to the room from which he’d come.

When he disappeared inside, Greer gasped for the breath she had not dared to draw, put her hand to her mouth, and slid down the wall to her haunches, completely spent. It was several moments before she could stand. She grabbed up her shawl in one hand and strode back the way she had come, swiping up the candelabra she had left at the end of the corridor, lighting only one candle so that she might retreat as quickly as possible from the mad prince in the middle of absolutely nowhere.

•   •   •

In his study, the prince took another swig from his bottle, emptying it, and resumed his place on the settee. He tossed the bottle aside, scratched the head of the one dog that had raised his head from slumber, and then put his hand on his knee. He began to rub vainly against the pain, giving up quickly and falling back against the arm of the settee. He slung one arm over his eyes and waited for sleep to relieve his agony, knowing it would not be enough.
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