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Prologue


Near Brisbane, Australia—December 1872

THE BARK OF THE ACACIA TREE FELT ROUGH AGAINST THE INSIDES of Jamie McKenna’s wrists and the midday sun burned hot, scalding his bare back. Resting his forehead against the tree trunk to which he was bound, he closed his eyes and fought back the panic that threatened to engulf him. And he waited. That was the worst part, the waiting.

“Jamie?” The feminine voice came from behind him. “I brought you some water.”

Jamie opened his eyes, and his jawline hardened. “You shouldn’t ’ave come, lass,” he said. His voice sounded hoarse, hurting as it emerged from his dry throat.

Peony came to stand boldly beside him, her enormous green eyes filled with sadness. “I have a knife,” she whispered. “I’ll cut that rope and we’ll escape, the two of us together.”

In view of what was to come, the idea was not without appeal, but Jamie knew that the master would find them if they tried running away. The punishment for such flagrant rebellion would be that much worse, and it would include Peony. “No,” he said.

Tears welling in her eyes, Peony opened a canteen and lifted it to Jamie’s parched lips. She was a beautiful woman, with her emerald eyes and golden hair. At twenty-five, she was eight years older than Jamie, and she belonged to Increase Pipher as surely as his favorite horse and the gold-handled walking cane he carried.

“I can’t bear this,” she choked out.

The water was sweet in Jamie’s mouth and it soothed his throat as he swallowed. “You’ve got to get out of’ere before someone sees you,” he muttered.

“At least let me set you free,” Peony pleaded, clutching at Jamie’s arm with one hand. Although she was agitated, her touch was cool, soothing.

“Do you know what Pipher’d do if he caught you?” he countered, in a whisper gruff with fear. “I’ll tell you, Peony: he’d do just what he’s going to do to me now—tie you to a tree and ’ave you whipped.”

Peony squeezed her eyes shut. Her slender alabaster throat worked, but no sound came out of her mouth.

“Go,” Jamie said. “Please.”

The rumble of male voices rolled on the muggy summer air like thunder preceding a storm. They were coming, the wait was over.

Jamie steeled himself for the ordeal he would face, determined to get through it without giving Pipher the satisfaction of breaking him. “Run, Peony,” he rasped, and after a moment’s hesitation, she disappeared into the trees that surrounded the small clearing.

Pipher and his men arrived seconds after the woman had gone. Jamie refused to turn his head to look back at the man who had enslaved him; the old man was forced to come and stand at his side.

Pipher smiled, showing his enormous yellow teeth—horse’s teeth, Peony called them—and the sun glinted in his snow-white hair and muttonchop whiskers. “Hello, lad,” he said, in a voice that could only have been described as cordial.

Jamie glared at his tormenter, knowing that Pipher wanted him to beg, telling him by his expression and his bearing that he’d die first.

The plantation owner threw back his head and laughed, and Jamie felt a fine mist of saliva settle on his skin.

“God, but you’re a stubborn little mick!” the old man marveled.

Increase looked back at his henchmen, who twittered halfheartedly at his subtle cue. Jamie knew some of those men pitied him, but instead of feeling any kinship with them, he hated the lot.

Pipher lifted his cane, with its handle of beautifully molded gold, and tapped Jamie’s shoulder with it. “Where’s that quick tongue of yours now, Mr. McKenna?” he asked, his foul breath fanning over Jamie’s face and causing bile to rise in his throat.

Jamie swallowed and said nothing, and his gaze remained steady, defiant. His message was clear enough, he knew. It said: Go to hell. And Pipher understood.

“The whip,” the planter grated out, infuriated, extending one hand.

Someone came forward with the coil of black leather, and Pipher made a point of unfurling it with a sharp crack. He was skillful with the lash; even when there was no punishment to be meted out, he often practiced for hours at a time.

The rich man stepped back, out of sight, and again Jamie heard the whip crack. His stomach muscles tensed; he forced himself to let them go slack. The others had told him that it would hurt less that way.

The first lash weakened Jamie’s knees; the pain was like fire raging across his sunburned back. He made himself think of his brother, Reeve, and of the old days in Ireland as he listened to the whip being drawn back with a whoosh and then heard it slicing through the thick air again.

Sweat beaded on his forehead and upper lip as the strip of leather lacerated his flesh a second time, but he did not cry out. Not one lash or a thousand could make him do that.

He counted ten more biting slashes before the summer air went dark and his legs refused to support him any longer.

The sun was low on the horizon when Jamie regained consciousness. He was still bound to the tree, though he’d slipped to his knees, and Peony was sawing frantically at his bonds with a kitchen knife.

Jamie’s back was ablaze with pain, and the tree bark had scraped one side of his face raw. His throat was all but swollen shut and the smell and taste of blood made his stomach churn. “Go—away—” he managed to croak.

Tears were streaming down Peony’s cheeks. “Just shut up, Jamie McKenna,” she said, still slicing at the thick rope. “We’ve no time to argue—I don’t know if the blaze caught properly or not.”

When his bonds gave way, Jamie rolled to the ground, unable to hold himself upright. He was disoriented; the earth felt spongy beneath him and the sky seemed to have fallen in, thick and smothering.

“Left you here to die, he did,” Peony prattled to herself. “Boar’s bait, that’s what he called you. The devil’s waiting for that old man in hell’s front parlor, I’ll tell you that.” Jamie heard the knife thump against the ground, felt her efforts to lift him to his feet. “I’ve got a place to hide you,” she said, breathing hard from the struggle, “if you’ll—just—get—up!”

Nausea roiled in Jamie’s stomach, so ferocious was the pain. At great cost, he turned his head away from Peony and vomited.

She stroked the back of his head until the violent spasms of sickness had ceased, then began pulling at him again and yammering, “Jamie, please—you’ve got to get up—you’ve just got to—”

“I—can’t—” he rasped, willing himself to die.

As broken as he was, Jamie felt the fury surge through Peony’s body just as though the two of them were linked somehow, sharing the same emotions. “I thought you had more courage than that!” she cried. “Maybe that old beggar’s right about you—maybe you’re not worth that odd bit of brass you wear round your neck!”

The challenge gave Jamie the strength to thrust himself to his knees. He touched the beggar’s badge, given to him so long ago in Dublin, and thought of Reeve and his poor lost mother. Because he knew they’d ask it of him, he battled the dizziness that swelled around him like a dark mist and then, with Peony’s help, rose to his feet.

His friend supported him and, at the same time, led him. He could barely see, but the sound of crackling underbrush met his ears and he caught the scent of burnt sugar on the wind. “Where ... ?”

“Never you mind where, Jamie McKenna,” Peony replied, and there were tears in her voice. “Just never you mind. You and I are going to do what we should have done long ago—we’re going to put this place behind us.”

Jamie hadn’t the stamina to argue that any attempt at escaping would not only be futile but perhaps fatal as well, so he leaned on Peony and allowed her to lead him away through the acacia trees and the specterlike gums.

Just when he was sure that he couldn’t take another step, they reached a lean-to of some sort and Jamie sank facedown onto a bed of sweet straw. Peony bustled about, making noise, but he didn’t bother to look and see what she was doing. His body and his spirit screamed for sleep.

“This is going to burn like the fires of Hades,” Peony announced reluctantly, “but I’ve got to clean those wounds or you’ll surely die of the infection.”

A cry of agony exploded in Jamie’s throat when she poured what felt like liquid brimstone over his lacerated back, and then, perhaps mercifully, he blacked out.

He dreamed that he was at home in Ireland, where December brought cold winds that dampened the very marrow of a man’s bones. He was in the cottage off that Dublin alley, and his mother was there, stoking up the fire that guttered in the grate.

“You’re a good lad,” she said, over one shoulder. “Aye. No matter what Father McDougal says, you’re a good lad, Jamie me boy.”

In the dream, Jamie asked where Reeve was, and that was when his mother turned. Her face was a blank expanse of skin, with no features to be seen.

“You’re a good lad, Jamie me boy,” she said again. “Aye. No matter what—”

“Reeve!” the young Jamie screamed, terrified. “Reeve!”

“Hush now,” scolded a gentle voice from somewhere above, in the waking world. “It’s no use calling out for him. There’s just you and me now, Jamie. Just you and me.”
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New Zealand—August 1888

THE SHINY STEEL TINES OF THE PITCHFORK PLUNGED THROUGH the mixture of hay and straw in which Bliss Stafford had spent the night, missing her face by mere inches. Her eyes widened and a startled scream escaped her before she could stop it. She sat bolt upright in the haystack, spiky bits sticking in her cinnamon-colored hair and clinging to her coat. “Just what do you think you’re doing, you bloody fool!”

A tall, solidly built man with light hair and eyes the color of a summer sea was staring at her, obviously confounded. He was wearing a heavy coat of dark navy woolen, along with gloves and a floppy leather hat, and his breath made a plume in the frigid winter air.

“You nearly skewered me!” Bliss protested, struggling to her feet and dusting bits of straw from her shoulders. It is virtually impossible, she reflected to herself, to maintain a dignified manner when one has just slept in a pile of hay.

Hugging herself, she began stomping both feet in an effort to get warm. She hadn’t eaten since the morning before, when the last of the food she’d stolen from the refreshment table at Alexander’s party had run out, and her stomach rumbled loudly.

The farmer grinned, showing pearly-white teeth. “You’ve got some gall, lass. This happens to be my barn you’re trespassing in.”

Bliss thought she heard a faint lilt of the Irish in his voice, but she considered this only briefly. There were too many other matters that needed thinking about. Such as extracting herself from this unsettling situation. She thrust out her chin and challenged, “I haven’t hurt your stupid barn, now have I?”

This time, the man laughed outright. With a shake of his handsome head, he flung the pitchfork deftly into the hay. Bliss shuddered, thinking how easily she could have been pinioned to the floor of this isolated stable.

“Name’s McKenna,” the farmer said, turning to walk away even as he made this announcement. It was plain that he expected Bliss to follow meekly after him. Because she was hungry and cold, she could not have done otherwise, but it was irritating to comply with an order so offhand that it hadn’t even been uttered aloud.

“Stafford,” Bliss answered in kind, bracing herself for the winter cold as they left the relative shelter of the barn. She hadn’t gotten a good look at the farm the night before, having taken shelter at a very late hour, but now she saw that it was a substantial place with a house built of white stone and sheep dotting the deep green of the hillsides. The whisper of the sea and a certain salty scent to the air told her that the water was not far away.

Mr. McKenna’s boots made a crisp sound on the board steps leading up to the porch of his house. Bliss decided that with a place this size, there must surely be a Mrs. McKenna and a covey of children. The thought filled her with a vague sense of regret.

Reaching the front door, which was made of some heavy, unplaned wood, McKenna opened it and stepped back, for all the world like a gentleman might do, to let her pass ahead of him.

With a queenly lift of her chin, Bliss proceeded into the house. The scent of meat and eggs being fried teased her nostrils and her stomach grumbled again, spoiling her attempt at nonchalance.

“Is that all the name you have, then?” Mr. McKenna asked, hanging his hat on one of several pegs beside the door. “Just Stafford?” His pale blue eyes twinkled as he shrugged out of his coat.

“Bliss,” she admitted, though grudgingly. Since her flight from Alexander’s party several days before, she’d been secretive about her name. Not that any great number of people had asked.

He chuckled and shook his head, in the throes of some private wonder, and then ran one hand through his hair. “Come along then, Bliss Stafford, and we’ll see about quieting that stomach of yours.”

She followed him, still wearing her shabby plaid coat, peering into this room and that as they passed down a wide hallway toward the back of the house. The place had a certain spartan prosperity about it; there would be few luxuries here, but nothing needful would be lacking, either.

The kitchen was spacious and filled with wintry light, and the glare dazzled Bliss so that she had to blink several times in order to see again. A lovely Maori woman was standing at the stove, cooking, and again Bliss felt a peculiar stirring of sadness.

“Found her in the barn,” Mr. McKenna said, and that was his only comment. He went to the washstand in a far corner of the huge kitchen and poured water from a crockery pitcher into a basin.

Bliss felt a blush moving beneath her freckles. She smiled lamely at the cook, who responded with a pleasant look but said nothing, and Mr. McKenna made a tremendous splashing as he washed.

Feeling very self-conscious, Bliss intertwined her fingers in front of her and rocked once or twice on the worn heels of her high-button shoes. “I suppose you’re wondering what I was doing sleeping in your barn,” she piped, though Mr. McKenna had not actually inquired about that peculiar occurrence. “Well, I’ll be happy to tell you.”

The handsome farmer rolled up the sleeves of his blue cambric workshirt and grinned. “That’s good of you,” he remarked as the cook added another place to the table, which had been set for one, then discreetly left the kitchen. “Won’t you sit down?”

Bliss was stung by the mocking formality of the question, as well as by the courtly bow her host executed. With a sniff, she settled herself at the table, still wearing her coat. The smell of the fried meat and eggs made her light-headed, she was so hungry.

“It just so happens that I’m on my way to America,” she announced, scooping food onto her plate with as much dignity as she could manage.

The ice-blue eyes were twinkling again. “An ambitious jaunt, that. What’s in the States?” Mr. McKenna took what remained of the eggs and mutton, politely failing to notice that Bliss had left him relatively less to eat than one might have expected.

Bliss swallowed before answering, for even though she had spent the night in a stranger’s barn and been forced by circumstances to accept what amounted to charity, her manners had not deserted her. She thought of all the glowing letters she’d received from her mother over the years, and she could hardly wait to get to the place.

“Everything,” she said, in a musing, dreamy voice that would surely have brought desultory comment from Alexander—had Alexander been there, that is. She peered across the table at her benefactor, squinting a little because her eyes were tired. “Have you ever been to America?”

“Do you need spectacles?” Mr. McKenna countered, chewing.

Bliss was mildly insulted. “No, I don’t,” she snapped, “and it was rude of you to change the subject that way!”

He looked amused; it was obvious that he didn’t care in the slightest whether other people perceived him as mannerly or not. “Sorry,” he said, with an utter lack of sincerity.

If Bliss hadn’t been so ravenous and the food hadn’t been so good, she would have gotten up from her chair and walked out of Mr. McKenna’s house at that moment. As it was, she refrained from comment and continued to eat.

“I know a Yank,” remarked the man across the table from Bliss.

She stopped eating and leaned forward in her chair. She didn’t mention her mother, for if she did, she’d surely be asked to explain the whys and wherefores of the woman’s departure. “Really?”

A brisk nod was the only reply; Bliss’s obvious interest seemed to be lost on McKenna.

She narrowed her eyes. “Well, who is this person?” she demanded.

The farmer gave her a look of feigned surprise, mingled with amusement, and shrugged his powerful shoulders. “My sister-in-law, Maggie.”

Bliss scooted forward on her chair. Her mother had told her a great deal about America, but there were still so many questions that sometimes Bliss thought she wouldn’t be able to contain them. “Does she live near here? Might I meet her?”

McKenna rolled his remarkable blue eyes, as though Bliss’s request had been totally untoward. “No to both questions, love—she lives in Australia.”

Bliss allowed the inappropriate endearment her host had used to pass unchallenged. She was very curious about this Maggie woman. “Why did she leave America, do you know?”

“I don’t believe I ever asked her,” he replied, with a pensive frown that furrowed his forehead. “Things have a way of getting hectic when a bloke’s around Maggie McKenna.”

An odd sensation of jealousy rippled through Bliss’s spirit, and she sat up a little straighter in her chair, her food forgotten even though her hunger had not been assuaged. “You know my first name,” she said stiffly. “In all fairness, I should be given yours.”

Another grin creased the sun-browned face. “It’s Jamie,” he complied, with a near-elegant nod of his head. Then, before Bliss could say anything else at all, he added, “It’s a very long way to America, you know. Exactly how were you planning to get there?”

He spoke as though all her plans had been canceled, and Bliss bridled with annoyance. “Why, I was planning to swim, of course,” she answered tartly.

Jamie favored her with an unfriendly look that brought a strange warmth to her blood. “Whoever named you Bliss was a fanciful sort,” he said. A moment later, he was waving his fork at her accusingly. “You’ve run away from a husband or a father, haven’t you?”

He’d struck very close to the truth—so close that Bliss’s face heated and she had to avert her eyes for a moment. When she had recovered her aplomb, she met Jamie’s snapping gaze squarely and replied, “Not a husband, actually. I was only betrothed to Alexander—we never married.”

Jamie scowled at her, as though she’d caused him great trial and turmoil by sleeping one night in his barn and eating some of his food. “I’ve got better things to do,” he informed her, “than take you back to wherever you came from, lass.”

Bliss pushed away her plate and slid back her chair. No one was taking her back to Wellington and that grasping, drooling old man her father wanted her to marry, ever. “I’ve imposed upon you quite long enough, Mr. McKenna,” she said, in a cold voice. “I’ll be on my way now.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” Jamie responded flatly, finishing his breakfast. “It’s winter out there and you’re obviously a bit down on your luck. You’ll have a bath and get yourself into bed.”

Bliss felt her throat close painfully. Her ink-blue eyes went round and she managed to squeeze out one squeaky word. “Bed?”

Mr. McKenna’s laughter came suddenly, uproariously. “And now she thinks I want me way with ’er,” he marveled aloud, once his mirth had subsided a little. His voice was thick with the brogue that had only been hinted at before.

Her face bright red behind its sprinkling of freckles, Bliss was too insulted to be relieved that her virtue was in no immediate danger. “I just thought—well, a man living all alone, so far from civilization—”

“I don’t live alone,” Jamie reminded her, “and Auckland’s near enough.”

Bliss would have been pleased to learn that Auckland, her destination, was close by, if she hadn’t felt so bothered by the idea of that lovely Maori woman living there in that sturdy, no-nonsense house. She sniffed haughtily to hide her uncertainties and said, “If I can truly be sure that you won’t molest me, Mr. McKenna, I would very much appreciate that bath you offered.”

A spark danced in his eyes. “I’m not sure I can bathe you, Duchess, and still stay within the bounds of civilized behavior.”

Rich color throbbed in Bliss’s face. “I wasn’t speaking literally, of course,” she told him in tones of cold rigidity, “and you are a rascal for implying that I was.”

The laughter lingered in Jamie McKenna’s gaze even though the rest of his face showed a most serious composure. “Have you had quite enough to eat,” he asked quietly, glancing pointedly at Bliss’s empty plate, “or should I have another sheep slaughtered?”

Before Bliss could think of a suitably scathing response, the Maori woman returned. Her skin was a warm sandalwood color and her rich black hair flowed down her back in glistening ebony waves. Her figure was at once slender and womanly, and she wore a skirt and an off-the-shoulder blouse. The scent of some mysterious spice floated around her as she cleared the table, her dark eyes meeting neither Jamie’s gaze nor Bliss’s.

Bliss was dying to know the woman’s name, but she was damned if she’d ask. The relationship between Mr. McKenna and his cook was none of her affair, after all.

Oh, but the low, companionable note in his voice as he addressed the lady made Bliss ache in an inexplicable way. “Carra, Miss Stafford is in need of a bath, a fire, and a feather bed, in roughly that order,” he said. “Will you see to it?”

Even though the two hadn’t touched, it was almost as though Jamie had reached out and squeezed Carra’s slender brown hand. Carra nodded before turning to carry the plates and flatware away to the cast-iron sink.

Bliss put her feeling of bereftness down to her hasty flight from Wellington and the rigors involved. She lowered her eyes, and when she looked up again, Jamie was gone and Carra was standing beside the table, waiting politely for Bliss to notice her.

There was a stairway at the back of the kitchen, and Carra led the way up it. The second floor of the house was as practical and austere as the rooms Bliss had glimpsed downstairs. A certain sadness possessed her; she sensed that Mr. McKenna didn’t truly live here—this was only a place where he sometimes stopped.

“Mr. McKenna travels a great deal, doesn’t he?” she asked, in a quiet voice, as Carra pushed open the door of a room at the far end of the hallway.

The Maori woman looked back at Bliss over one smooth brown shoulder and nodded, a flicker of surprise appearing, just briefly, in her eyes. “Yes.”

There were a lot of other questions Bliss wanted to ask, and all of them were patently improper. She was going to have to learn to curb her curiosity before it got her into serious trouble.

With the utmost courtesy, Carra waited to one side of the doorway until Bliss had entered. The room was spacious, or perhaps it only appeared so because the narrow bed, wash-stand, and chest took up so little space. There was a small stone fireplace on one wall, and Mr. McKenna’s attractive housekeeper crossed the room to kneel on the hearth and wrestle with the damper.

The chill of winter was upon Bliss’s soul, as well as her body. Hugging herself and speaking in a very bright voice, she tried to make conversation. “Did you know that it’s summer in America at this very moment?”

Carra showed her true feelings for the first time: a look of indulgent disdain moved across her face and then was gone. “I’ll bring up the tub and some hot water soon,” she said. Her tones were melodic, her accent no different from Bliss’s own. “Have you a bag?”

Bliss remembered the satchel she’d left behind in Mr. McKenna’s barn and clapped one hand to her mouth. Lord knew she had little enough in the way of worldly goods now that she’d left Wellington in such a hurry. She was going to have to be more careful or her best dress, her leatherbound diary, and the ribbon-bound letters her mother had sent from San Francisco would be lost as well. “I’ve left it in the hay,” she said, starting toward the door.

In the hallway, she collided with Mr. McKenna, who was wearing his heavy coat again and carrying her bedraggled old carpetbag.

“Looking for this, then?” he asked, with that touch of the Irish making a soft, lilting music in his voice.

Greedily, Bliss reached out for her bag and clutched it close. After a moment, though, she relaxed. “I can be most forgetful,” she confessed.

Jamie said nothing in response; he simply looked at Bliss in an odd way for several seconds and only when Carra cleared her throat did he turn and walk away.

“I’ll be back with the tub in a few minutes,” Carra said, her eyes never quite meeting Bliss’s as she lingered in the hallway. “The water will take a while to heat, of course.”

“Of course,” Bliss responded, wanting nothing so much as to be alone with her thoughts. It was a pity, she reflected, that Alexander had never engendered the feeling of angry sweetness in her that Jamie McKenna did. Had that been the case, she wouldn’t have run away.

She gave the door a push and it closed with a click. Biting her lower lip, she carried her bag to the chest and set it down. After a few moments of struggle with the catch, she opened the satchel and took out her journal. In her haste, she had left Wellington without her pen and ink.

After tucking the journal back inside her bag, Bliss went to the door and opened it decisively. She would further trouble the long-suffering Carra for a bottle of ink and a nibbed pen.

She was down the rear stairs and partway through the kitchen—enormous kettles of water had already been set on the stove to heat—when she heard the conversation drifting toward her from the hallway that led to the front of the house.

“Just let her go on to Auckland and catch a ship to the States,” Carra was saying, her voice low but full of anger.

“They’d chew her up and spit her out, those Yanks,” Jamie muttered. He was clearly annoyed, though his hostility seemed to be directed toward the entire population of the United States instead of Carra.

“What concern is that of yours?” his housekeeper demanded.

There was a chilly pause and then Jamie responded, with a cutting lightness, “I found her in me barn, love. I guess I ’ave a proprietary interest.”

Instinct told Bliss that she was about to be discovered; she whirled and dashed back across the kitchen, pretending to arrive as Carra stormed in, glaring.

It didn’t seem like a good time to ask for a pen and ink. “I came to see if you needed any help,” Bliss lied.

Carra’s wide brown eyes burned with a pagan fire. “I’ve gotten along remarkably well without your help until now,” she replied.

Bliss retreated a step, at a loss for words.

Carra muttered something, crossing the room and wrenching open the door of a huge and well-stocked pantry. She disappeared inside and then came out, moments later, carrying an enormous copper washtub. “You can bathe here,” she said, letting the tub clatter to the floor. “I’m not about to carry water upstairs for you.”

So much for the ignorant native, cowed by the conquerors, Bliss thought to herself. With a lift of her chin, she countered, “I’ll carry the water myself. I don’t make a habit of bathing in strange men’s kitchens.”

“That,” retorted Carra sourly, “is a big relief.”

Bliss had tried hard to refrain from asking impertinent questions, but one slipped past her resolve. “Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Do you bathe right here, in Mr. McKenna’s kitchen?”

Carra stared at her for a moment and then laughed, and there was a begrudging warmth in her face. “You are an odd little creature. Tell me, do you always ask such outrageous questions?”

Bliss sighed and began unbuttoning her coat. “Yes, most times I do.”

Carra’s expression had turned solemn again, in the wink of an eye. She regarded Bliss in silence for an instant, then took the patched, hay-flecked coat from her arms and carried it outside.

Bliss bent to pick up the copper tub—it was lighter than it looked, but still cumbersome—and lugged it upstairs and into her room. To her discomfort, Jamie McKenna was kneeling on the hearth, lighting the fire he’d laid. When the blaze caught, he rose, turning to face Bliss.

There was a deadly kind of grace in the way he moved; Bliss sensed that Jamie McKenna was a man who could look after himself, even in the most desperate situations.

She let the tub fall to the floor with a clanging ker-thump, feeling stricken in a way that defied explanation.

“Carra’s refused to haul up your bathwater, has she?”

The question was mundane enough to bring Bliss back to her senses. “Yes, but that’s quite all right. I can carry my own water.”

Jamie’s gaze was fixed on Bliss’s bodice, and she remembered that she was wearing the black silk gown she’d had on when she’d raced out of Alexander’s house in Wellington. Pearl and jet beads trimmed the hemline and the plunging neckline.

“What happened?” Jamie asked quietly, moving his eyes to Bliss’s blushing face with obvious effort. “Exactly what—or who—are you running away from?”

Bliss felt the strangest urge to pour out her heart to this impudent stranger, to tell him all about her father’s determination to marry her off to Alexander Zate, but in the end she held her peace. The less Mr. McKenna knew, the better.

She drew a deep and rather shaky breath. “I’ve already told you,” she said. “I plan to travel to America.”

Jamie arched one eyebrow and ran a hand through his rumpled, wheat-colored hair. “Where the streets are paved with gold,” he gibed.

Bliss squared her shoulders. “I don’t believe that nonsense.”

“Good,” he responded, and that strange irritation was back in his voice again. “Because that’s exactly what it is. Nonsense, claptrap, drivel.”

He blurred a little, and Bliss squinted to bring him back into focus.

“You are very prejudiced, Mr. McKenna.”

Jamie looked insulted. “What?”

“You dislike Americans, and I can’t think why. Your own sister-in-law is one, after all.” Bliss jutted out her chin a little way, to show that she didn’t approve of his narrow viewpoint. “But, then, you referred to her as a ’Yank,’ didn’t you?”

Jamie’s handsome face was mottled with annoyance, and the brogue was back, thicker than before. “I’ll not be defendin’ me opinions to the likes of you, miss, and it so ’appens that I love me brother’s wife very much! They don’t come any finer than ’is Maggie!”

I love me brother’s wife. The words lodged in Bliss’s mind like a fishbone in the throat, scratching painfully and making it hard for her to breathe. She couldn’t think why an insight into a stranger’s innermost feelings should hurt her so.

She turned away, baffled by the effect this man had on her, and whispered inanely, “Have you a pen and ink that I might borrow?”

There was no reply, but for the rhythmic sound of Jamie’s bootheels as he crossed the bare hardwood floor. The door closed behind him with a click that, for all its quietness, made Bliss start slightly.

She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror over the chest of drawers. Dressed for a formal ball, yet with straw in her rumpled and dirty hair, she was indeed a sight. It was no wonder that Carra disliked and mistrusted her.

Bliss began to pace the small, immaculately clean room, planning, waiting, wondering.

She would have her bath, and a much-needed rest, and then, when night came, she would escape again. No one was taking her back to Alexander.

No, Bliss meant to be in Auckland before more than another day or two passed. Now that she was so close, she could afford to spend some of her scant supply of money on coach fare. When she reached Auckland, she would make her way to the harbor, find out which ships were bound for America, and go from one to another until she found someone looking to hire a governess or companion.

Despite her earlier insistence that she would do nothing of the sort, Carra brought hot water upstairs for Bliss’s bath. Although her expression was grim, she also provided the unwanted guest with a warm flannel nightgown, a pot of tea, and a plate of sweet cakes, along with more wood for the fire.

The bath and the tea made Bliss languid, lowering her defenses. The weariness she’d been fighting overwhelmed her, and she crawled into the narrow bed, with its clean, crisp sheets, and fell into a sound sleep.

When she awakened, the room was dark, except for the silver light of an icy winter moon. The tub had been taken away, as had the tea tray, and the fire had shrunk to a few flickering embers in the grate.

Bliss crawled out of bed, stretched, and carefully dressed herself in the black silk gown, wanting to save her good tweed skirt and linen shirtwaist to wear when seeking a post in Auckland. She took great care to be quiet in packing her few belongings and crossing the room.

Holding her breath, she reached out for the doorknob—and found that it wouldn’t turn.

The door between Bliss Stafford and her glorious future in America had been soundly locked.



Chapter 2 [image: image]


JAMIE LAY ALONE IN BED, HIS HANDS CUPPED BEHIND HIS HEAD, HIS mouth curved into a grin as he listened to Bliss Stafford’s futile struggles with the door of her room. She was determined, he’d give her that.

With a chuckle and a shake of his head, he sat up. Not bothering to light the lamp first, he reached out for the tin packet of cheroots on his bedside stand. A flame rasped in the darkness, smelling of sulfur, as he struck a match. Next door, Bliss was still grappling hopelessly with the knob.

Jamie drew deeply of the smoke from his cheroot and listened in amused silence. The misnamed little chit was trying to kick down the door now, from the sounds of things.

“You’re a scoundrel and a bastard!” she shrieked suddenly, her shrill voice carrying. “Do you hear me, Mr. McKenna?”

Jamie sighed. A man would have to be deaf not to hear her, he thought, wondering why he didn’t just let her go and be done with the whole mess. The fact was that he couldn’t bear the thought of Bliss all alone in the world, making her bumbling way to far-off America. She needed a man, be he father or husband, to look out for her.

“Let—me—out!” The words were screamed, punctuated by wrenching rattles of the doorknob and furious kicks at the panel itself.

In another minute, Jamie reflected, she’d be knotting sheets together to climb out the window. He smiled and then snuffed out his cheroot and clambered out of bed, both in the same motion. Saints in heaven, it would be like her to try that—she hadn’t a brain in that beautiful little head of hers.

Hastily, he struggled into his pants and a woolen shirt. The silence from the room next door to his was unnerving. “Bliss?” he called out, in question, at the same time wrenching open his bedroom window.

The night wind was brisk and icy, taking away Jamie’s breath. Still, he managed to rasp a curse, for a twisted bit of sheet was just slithering out of Bliss’s window, like a fat white snake.

“You’ll break your fool neck!” he shouted, before slamming the window shut and whirling around. He wrenched his boots onto his bare feet and dashed down the rear stairway, stumbling once and nearly falling down the steps.

He didn’t bother with a coat, and the cold stung his face and hands and seeped through his clothes. Swearing under his breath, he rounded the large stone house to stand directly beneath Bliss’s window.

Sure enough, the little fool was halfway down the side of the house, nimble as a spider. And herself dressed in that evening gown, with no coat to cover her bare shoulders.

Jamie couldn’t remember being angrier—or more frightened. He stood perfectly still, watching as Bliss descended the makeshift rope, praying that she wouldn’t fall. The moment she was within reach, he grasped her by the waist. The motion sent them both toppling backward onto the frosted ground.

Bliss fought for her freedom, kicking and clawing and making a furious, incoherent sound in her throat, while Jamie used every ounce of strength he possessed to subdue her.

Finally, she lay gasping on her back, Jamie kneeling astride her hips and pressing her wrists to the ground with his hands. The moonlight gave her skin an opalescent glow; the evening gown barely covered her full breasts, which were moving rhythmically with every breath she drew.

The hint of a pink nipple taunted him, and though it was nothing he hadn’t seen before, a thousand times, he was stirred by the sight. After a moment, he thrust himself to his feet, breathing hard, as though he’d run a far distance.

“Are you out of your mind?” he demanded, extending one hand to the woman raising herself from the ground.

She glared at the offered hand, and for a moment Jamie fully expected her to spit upon it. In the end, however, she took it and allowed herself to be hauled upright.

Jamie was furious, his mind full of the injuries Bliss could have suffered had she fallen. She might even have been killed. “I asked you a question!” he bellowed.

Bliss squared her moon-kissed shoulders and then bent to take up her satchel from the ground. “So you did,” she answered coolly. “But it just so happens that I don’t choose to answer.”

The visions of this redheaded snippet lying broken and bleeding on the frozen ground were instantly displaced. In fact, Jamie considered carrying Bliss back upstairs and throwing her out the damned window. He grabbed her by one elbow and flung her toward the back of the house.

She bristled, drawing her dignity around her as she would a shawl or a cloak, and marched ahead of him. She put a man in mind of a martyr, on the way to the gallows or the stake.

Inside the kitchen, glass clinked as Jamie angrily lit a lamp. “Sit down,” he bit out, and to his utter amazement, Bliss obeyed him, taking a seat at the table. Her eyes, blue as wet ink, were full of pride and challenge, and her red hair tumbled down her back in a coppery cascade.

She smoothed the skirts of her black satin evening gown, and her manner said that climbing out a second-story window in the middle of the night was behavior a normal person wouldn’t presume to question.

“I’m cold,” she announced, with frosty stateliness, “and I would like a cup of tea.”

“A cup of tea, is it?” Jamie muttered, but nevertheless he ladled water into the pot and slammed it down on the stove. Since the fire had been banked for the night, he had to add kindling and stir the embers. “A cup of tea, she wants, after climbin’ down the side of me ’ouse like a thief—”

Bliss’s nervous but glad giggle startled him. He whirled to face her, glaring.

She pursed her lips and sat up very straight in her chair. “You left me no choice but to escape by any means available to me,” she said loftily.

Jamie shook his head, marveling, and reached out for the tin of tea leaves Carra kept on a shelf above the stove. He slammed it down on the counter with a crash that made Bliss give a satisfying little start of surprise.

“Men,” Bliss observed, extending her bare, chapped hands and assessing them as though she were wearing a fine and immaculate pair of gloves. “They are always so upset to discover that a woman has thoughts of her own and the gumption to carry them out. Gumption is highly admired in America, you know.”

“How the ’ell do you know what’s admired in America?” Jamie demanded, furious beyond all good sense and grateful that he didn’t have to explain why. He couldn’t have done that, even to himself.

He hurled spoonfuls of tea into a crockery pot as heat began to surge through the kettle on the stove.

Bliss wet her lips with the tip of her tongue—Jamie found the gesture patently disconcerting—and kept her eyes averted. “One couldn’t possibly expect a man of your insensitivity and social awkwardness to understand,” she sniffed.

Jamie drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Keep your ’ead, man,” he muttered to himself. Then, in a louder voice, he added, “Thank you very much, Miss Stafford. I ’old you in the fondest regard, too.”

She blushed beneath a soft, golden spattering of freckles. Jamie found himself wondering whether or not the rest of Bliss Stafford’s lush little body was so decorated.

“We seem to be at sixes and sevens, you and I,” she said, in that haughty way of hers.

Jamie fought conflicting urges to carry her off to his bed and to turn her across his knee, right then and there. The little bird on the spout of the teakettle, the one frivolity he’d permitted in his house, began to whistle. Leaving Bliss’s observation to dangle unanswered in the air between them, he turned to take the kettle from the stove and promptly burned his fingers on the handle.

“Good heavens.” Bliss sighed, standing up and dipping water from the bucket beside the sink. “Put your hand in here,” she ordered briskly, holding out the ladle.

Jamie did so; the numbing cold soothed his burn. Utterly baffled by the new emotions he was feeling, he could only stare down at Bliss Stafford and wonder what capricious fate had sent her to hide out in his barn, irritate Carra, and then scare him out of his hide by shinnying down the outside wall of his house. Saints in heaven, he’d hardly lapsed into the brogue in years, and now he was thinking in it!

Bliss was examining his fingers. “Better now?” she asked, as though speaking to an injured little boy.

Jamie remembered himself and jerked his hand from hers. “Never mind that. If you ’ave to ’elp, make the tea.”

A small and rather annoying smile touched Bliss’s mouth as she obligingly reached for a potholder, took up the kettle, and poured scalding hot water over the tea leaves. Jamie sank into a chair with a despondent sigh.

Bliss found mugs and carried them to the table, along with the pot of freshly brewed tea. Anyone would have thought, Jamie observed miserably to himself, that she belonged in this house. Was its mistress.

She sat down across from him and poured tea for him and then herself. Every move was one of dignity, until she took a noisy sip from her cup.

In spite of his confusion and his anger, Jamie laughed, and Bliss glared at him, insulted.

“It’s hot,” she explained.

He inclined his head slightly. “Yes, Duchess,” he replied, fighting to keep a straight face.

In the next instant, without any warning at all, there were tears brimming in her indigo eyes. “You needn’t make fun of me,” she said, sniffling. “It isn’t as though the past few days have been easy for me, you know. I’ve had hardly anything to eat the whole time, and I’ve slept in the most dreadful places.” She stopped and drew a deep and very moist breath. “I have been in terrible danger, too. I might have encountered bushrangers, after all.”

Jamie took a leisurely sip of his tea, then quipped, “Or broken your neck climbing out an upstairs window.”

A single tear streaked down Bliss’s cheek, and Jamie found himself thinking soft, silly thoughts.

“You have no right to hold me prisoner, Mr. McKenna,” she pointed out. “I’m a subject of the Crown, after all—”

“Strange talk, coming from a future Yank,” Jamie interrupted lightly. “They bend their knees to nobody—nary a king or a queen among ’em.”

Bliss blushed, and again Jamie was possessed of a longing to see her without her clothes.

“Sometimes,” she confessed softly, “I wonder if I’m ever going to get away from New Zealand.” She lifted her beautiful eyes to Jamie’s face. “You’re going to take me back to Wellington, aren’t you?” she asked.

Jamie only nodded. For some reason, he couldn’t speak.

“I know you believe that’s the honorable, upright thing to do—”

He waited, willing to listen even though his mind was made up. And Jamie McKenna rarely retreated from a decision, once he’d made it.

“You can’t possibly know what a mistake you’re making, of course,” Bliss went on distractedly. She was a little pale, and he suspected that her hands were knotted in her lap.

He’d seen such female theatrics before.

“Alexander will force me to address him circumspectly, as ’Mr. Zate,’ from the day we’re married,” she said.

“I’ve ’eard of worse things,” Jamie remarked, after taking another swallow of tea.

All of a sudden, Bliss’s small, cold hands were out of her lap and reaching across the tabletop, gripping Jamie’s. “I’ll have to share his bed,” she whispered, “and I don’t love him.”

Jamie thrust himself out of his chair, turning his back. He didn’t want to hear what privileges her husband would have; he didn’t want to think about them. “You’re not my problem, Duchess,” he said, after a lengthy silence. “Not after I leave you off in Wellington, anyway.”

Bliss rarely wept; she’d found it such a fruitless occupation in the past. Now, however, faced with the prospect of a lifetime spent curtsying and crawling to a man she didn’t love, she gave free rein to her emotions. A heartsick, snuffling wail escaped her, and she covered her face with both hands.

Jamie McKenna’s voice was surprisingly gentle. “Don’t cry, please,” he pleaded hoarsely, crouching in front of her chair. “It can’t be as bad as all that, now can it?”

“It’s every bit as bad, and worse!” Bliss sobbed. She fought for the dignity to blurt out, “Rest assured—you shall have me on your conscience, Mr. McKenna, for the rest of your life!”

He gave a rueful chuckle and straightened, taking one of Bliss’s hands in his and pulling her easily to her feet. His next motion should have incensed and terrified Bliss, but instead she found it comforting. Jamie McKenna lifted her into his arms, seemingly expending no more effort than if she’d been a child.

“There, now,” he said, his voice coming rough and soft from the depths of his throat. “I doubt if this bloke is as bad as all that. What you want is a good night’s sleep, Duchess.”

Bliss stared at him, blinking away her tears. Her arms had automatically wound themselves around his neck. Perhaps there was still hope of escape, if she remembered to keep her wits about her. “I don’t want to be alone,” she heard herself say.

Jamie laughed softly. “Don’t worry—I wouldn’t think of turnin’ me back on you. You might be out the window again.”

He paused to quench the flame in the lamp, then carried Bliss through the darkness, up invisible stairs, along a hallway glowing faintly with stray shafts of moonlight.

Bliss marveled at herself. She’d always been independent and strong-minded. Now, just because Jamie McKenna had lifted her into his arms, she had all the resistance of an unstarched petticoat. “Put me down,” she said, but she didn’t mean a word of it and Jamie obviously knew that.

He carried her into a darkened room with a rumpled, unmade bed and tossed her onto the mattress. “Reminds me of another night,” he muttered, sitting down on the edge of the bed to wrestle off his boots. “In Melbourne, it was.”

Albeit at a rather late date, Bliss had recovered her strength of character. “Now, just a minute!” she sputtered, inching toward the side of the bed. “You can’t possibly think that I’m going to spend the night—”

In a deft motion of one hand, Jamie reached out, caught her wrist in a grasp as steely as a manacle, and effectively pinned her in place. “That’s exactly what I think. I’m not about to let you out of me sight, Duchess.”

Bliss’s heart was thumping in her throat. If she screamed, would Carra come to her aid? “What are you going to do?”

“Dived out of a carriage, she did,” Jamie went on, as though Bliss hadn’t spoken. He stretched out on the bed, fully clothed, and she had no choice but to do the same, since he was still holding on to her wrist. “Came rolling toward me like a Texas tumbleweed.”

If he thought Bliss was going to be swayed by a chummy reference to something American, he was dead wrong. “Let me up! I’ll be spoiled for Alexander, or any other man!”

“Isn’t that what you wanted?” he asked, pretending befuddlement.

Oddly enough, a part of Bliss wanted to be besmirched. By this man, at least. It was exciting, in an uncomfortable sort of way, to be lying beside him in the darkness. “Yes—no!”

He laughed. “Make up your mind, Duchess.”

“Stop calling me that!”

“Never. It suits you too well.”

“I hate you, Jamie McKenna!”

He sighed companionably. The man had a gift for overlooking the incongruities of a situation. “Tell me about yourself, Bliss. Did you grow up in Wellington?”

His grasp on her wrist had loosened, if not relaxed entirely, and Bliss realized that she wasn’t afraid, though by all accounts she should have been. “No. My father keeps a lighthouse down the coast from Wellington, and I spent my childhood there.”

Subtly, Jamie’s fingers had shifted; he was holding Bliss’s hand. His thumb stroked the tender flesh of her wrist in a way that produced feelings of sweet discomfort.

“Have you any brothers and sisters, then?” he asked, and the meter of his voice was such that they might have been at a very proper lawn party, instead of lying, alone and unchaperoned, in a dark bedroom.

An old sadness filled Bliss. “I had a brother, but he died when I was small. I hardly remember him.” It was a lie that she didn’t remember Colin; her father had never allowed her to forget that the lad might have lived if he hadn’t gone out to search for her that stormy night.

Jamie was silent for a few moments, seeming to sense Bliss’s reluctance to speak of her childhood. His thumb continued its disconcerting work along the inside of her wrist.

“I have a brother,” he told her, at length.

“I know,” Bliss responded, possessed with sweet misery. “You’re in love with his wife.”

Jamie let go of her wrist and sat straight up in bed. “What!” he demanded.

“You told me so yourself.” She started to leave the bed, but Jamie pulled her back.

“I said I loved her,” he admitted. “But I didn’t mean it the way you’re thinkin’,” he said, with that Irish lilt in his voice. “She’s a sister to me, is Maggie, and nothin’ more.”

The importance Jamie attached to convincing her of this secretly pleased Bliss. “I see,” she said coolly.

“Why am I explainin’ to you, anyway?” he muttered, folding his arms across his chest with such force that the whole bed shook.

Even though Jamie was no longer holding her hand, Bliss made no move to climb off the mattress. “How should I know why you’re explaining, Jamie McKenna? As far as I can tell, you’re a maniac. Why, if my papa knew that you were forcing me to share your bed, like a common strumpet—”

Jamie laughed and turned onto his side, facing Bliss. The light of the moon caught in his fair hair and glistened on his white teeth, and the odd, achy sensation in the depths of her, at once pleasant and frightening, grew worse.

Or better. It did depend on how one chose to look at the situation.

Ever so gently, Jamie McKenna touched Bliss’s lips with his own. A delicious tremor went through her; she used the only defense she had.

“Is this what you do with your Maori woman when no one is around?” she asked ingenuously.

His chuckle was a wholly masculine sound, rumbling up from deep inside his broad chest, vibrating against Bliss’s lips. Instead of answering, he kissed her.

Bliss was deeply shaken by this gentle conquering. For the first time in her life, she felt utterly powerless. She trembled as the tip of his tongue touched her lips, prodding them, shaping them, demanding of them something Bliss couldn’t begin to anticipate.

Her mouth opened of its own accord, trained by Jamie’s lips and tongue, and then he was exploring her. The sensation was uniquely pleasurable, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, absorbed in the kiss.

It was Jamie who drew back. He was gasping, as though he’d had his head held underwater, and he spat a curse.

Bliss was roundly insulted. “I didn’t start this, you will remember,” she said primly.

Jamie sat up, turning his back to her, running one hand through his rumpled hair. “Shut up, Duchess, before you get us both into trouble.”

“Where are you going?” Bliss wanted to know. She should have been relieved that Jamie had stopped holding her or kissing her, but she wasn’t.

“Not far enough that you can hope to get away,” he replied, reaching for his boots. “Do us both a favor and go to sleep, will you? We’ll be off to Wellington first thing in the morning.”

“Doesn’t it matter to you that I don’t want to go to Wellington?” Bliss cried, in a panic. Now that she knew how a kiss could make her feel, she was even less eager to marry Alexander Zate than before.

“No,” came the clipped answer. He clumped over to a rocking chair in the corner of the moonlit room, wearing one boot and carrying the other. He was beyond a doubt the most cussed man Bliss had ever encountered, and he was certainly the first one she’d shared a bed with.

“You’re wasting your time, traveling all the way to Wellington,” Bliss pointed out, sitting up and, after smoothing her hopelessly crumpled skirts, folding her arms. “I’ll only run away again, you know.”

“Then that will be your husband’s problem, won’t it?” Jamie reasoned wearily, settling back into the chair after pulling on his other boot. Apparently, if he had to give chase, he meant to be ready.

Bliss was frustrated to the point of tears. “All men are in league with each other,” she complained.

“Don’t you ever shut up?” Jamie sighed.

“No!”

The rocking chair made a squeaky sound as he rocked back and forth. “Go to sleep, Duchess. It’ll be a long day tomorrow.”

“You have no idea how long, Mr. McKenna.”

He sounded stern. “Don’t be threatenin’ me, lass,” he warned, lapsing into the brogue again. He indicated an infinitesimal space between his thumb and forefinger. “It’s this far I am from takin’ you over me knee!”

Bliss hoped that the shadows slashing through the moonlight would hide her heated face. “That was a perfectly reprehensible remark,” she protested.

“Aye, but it’s true,” Jamie replied. He let his head fall back and Bliss was sure that his eyes were closed.

She settled back on her pillows, sighing and giving a great yawn. And then she waited, with infinite patience, for the sound of snoring.

It never came, although, after a while, Jamie’s breathing was deep and rhythmic. Still, Bliss waited.

Finally, when at least an hour had passed, she sat up. “Jamie?” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

There was no answer.

She tried again. “Jamie?”

Silence.

Cautiously, Bliss slipped off the bed. Her coat and satchel were downstairs, in the kitchen. If she could just get past this one man, asleep in his rocking chair, she would get away. By sunset, at the latest, she would be in Auckland.

She walked as silently as a ghost, afraid to breathe, and finally reached the door. Her hand was just curving around the knob when she felt two arms close around her middle.

Jamie’s voice was a hoarse rush of warmth moving past her ear. “Duchess, for shame. What am I going to do with you?”

It was not being caught in the act of escaping that made Bliss’s heart catch in her throat, but the way that Jamie was holding her. Her face ached with burning embarrassment.

She drew a deep breath, entangled in her lie and determined to extricate herself gracefully. “I assure you that my errand was entirely innocent,” she lied. “As you are well aware, nature makes certain demands—”

“I’ve thought of nothing else for most of the night,” Jamie pointed out, but he released her.

Bliss’s knees had weakened, so that it was almost more than she could do to stand on her own. Her cheeks flamed. “I suppose you’re going to escort me to the outhouse,” she said stiffly, turning, with a regal tilt of her chin, to face her captor.

He gestured grandly with one hand. “If you’d rather use the chamber pot, be my guest,” he said.

Bliss was outraged. She moved to kick Mr. McKenna soundly in the shin, but he anticipated the attack and stepped aside. His body was as fluid as molten gold; Bliss had never seen anyone move so quickly and yet with such grace.

“I’ll repay you for your—kindness, Mr. McKenna,” she promised him evenly, “if it takes the rest of my days.”

He laughed. “You’re a feisty little thing. I’m going to miss you after I drop you off in Wellington. I am indeed.”

Again, Bliss’s fury overtook her good sense. She stepped back, believing herself to be out of his reach, and lifted her foot to kick him. This time, she wasn’t aiming for his shin.

Before her delicate little shoe could make lethal contact, however, Jamie had grasped her by the inside of her upraised knee, holding her off balance for an instant and then, in another of his lightning movements, thrusting her close to him. Not even their kiss had been as intimate as the way they were touching now.

He bent his head and claimed her mouth again, at the same time releasing his hold on the inside of her knee. Bliss’s leg slid helplessly along the hard length of his until her foot reached the floor.



Chapter 3 [image: image]


THE AUGUST AIR WAS BITING COLD ON THAT EARLY MORNING, AND Bliss paced in front of the barn door, rubbing her hands together and stomping her feet in an effort to keep warm. Her breath made wisps of fog as she huffed, “It would be simpler, it seems to me, if you just put me on a coach in Auckland and washed your hands of the whole matter.”

Jamie, who was hitching a team of horses, one sorrel and one bay, to a wagon, looked back over his right shoulder and grinned. “That’s very tempting—the part about washing my hands of you, I mean—but I’m smarter than I look, Duchess. You’d be off that coach and on your way to the waterfront the moment I turned my back.”

What Jamie had said was quite true, but Bliss was insulted, nonetheless, at having her character questioned. “Of course you’re smarter than you look, Mr. McKenna,” she observed, with a lift of her chin. “If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be able to feed yourself.”

Jamie gave a hoarse shout of laughter, causing the horses to snuffle nervously and toss their heads. At the same time, the front door of the house opened and closed again with a smart slam.

Carra was standing on the porch, her beautiful black hair flowing in the brisk wind, her dark gaze fixed on Jamie. She set a large picnic hamper down at her feet, and there was something rebellious in the gesture, as ordinary as it was.

Jamie grinned and shook his head. “So that’s the way it’s to be, is it?” he said, speaking more to himself than to anyone else, as was evidently his habit. Then, after only the merest hesitation, he strode off toward the house, leaving Bliss alone beside the wagon.
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